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Introduction
This study focuses on the trends of Bank Holding Companies 
(BHCs) for whom women serve as the CEO. We examine 
factors and qualities that make a quality CEO, trends towards 
equality, financial performance, and risk adversity of women 
versus men in this position. Specifically, we are taking a 
deeper look into 2004 through 2008, a period leading up to 
and into the great financial crisis [1].

Historically, gender has had a large impact in the workplace 
regarding perception of qualification. Over the last decade, 
there has been a shift in publicity around women taking on 
leadership roles across all levels of an organization. This 
can be seen in more groups empowering women leaders in 
workplaces and an upward trend in women CEOs across all 
industries. One fact quickly became evident as we delved 
deeper into the study; there is very little literature regarding 
female BHC CEOs. Fortunately, there are several studies 
concerning female CEOs in other industries, from which we 
extrapolate our findings.

Data
Information concerning CEO information was retrieved from 
the SEC’s Electronic Data Gathering and Retrieval System 
(EDGAR). Proxy statements were analyzed to determine CEO 
changes. In the event of a CEO change, additional SEC filings 
were analyzed to determine the exact date of the transition. 

Our sample includes all publicly traded Bank Holding 
Companies (BHCs) over a period from 2003-2009. Although 
the data was plentiful, one area missing in all data sources 

analyzed was the gender of the BHC’s CEO. Thus, the authors 
assigned gender based on traditional male/female names, 
pronouns, and pictures. Although this method is not fool proof, 
we believe it provides the proper validity to move forward 
with the study. The data showed 17 female CEOs with 8 to 11 
female CEOs in any given year. Overall, there were 72 firm-
year observations with female CEOs.

Literature
This literature review is organized into three sections. In 
section one we describe some of the factors that affect a 
CEO’s ability to successfully lead a company. In sections two 
and three we introduce the effect that gender plays in the role 
of CEO’s and the resulting financial performance.

CEO management effectiveness factors
When you think of qualities of a successful CEO we tend 
to drift towards characteristics such as the ability to make 
decisions with speed and conviction, stakeholder engagement, 
proactive adaptation of effective management techniques, and 
delivering reliable results on a consistent basis. While these 
are historically strong qualities for a CEO to possess, one 
additional factor that is gaining more recognition is corporate 
social responsibility (CSR), a business model that helps a 
company be socially accountable to its stakeholders. The CEO 
is particularly relevant to CSR decisions. CSR is starting to 
play a more vital role in many firms [2]. According to, certain 
aspects of CSR are related to long-term compensation of CEOs 
[3]. This long-term direct relationship with compensation 
may discourage executives from making decisions that are 
overly risky, which in turn may actually benefit society. This 
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is demonstrated in findings from a 2014 study where female 
CEOs are associated with higher levels of equity capital 
than male counterparts and are more averse to making risky 
decisions [4].

Another factor that plays a role in overall CEO performance is 
how well they work alongside others in the top management 
team (TMT). A study by concludes that CEO characteristics 
carry over into the TMT’s processes and firm performance [5]. 
The authors find that CEO and TMT diversity positively affect 
firm performance. Despite this, even after accounting for 
multiple types of business segments, the majority of the CEOs 
and TMT members are male. Argue that CEOs possessing 
relationship-oriented behaviors may achieve higher levels of 
firm performance.

Finally, we will look at risk as a whole in terms of CEO 
performance. A major study by Phuong (2015) focuses on 
risk and CEO compensation during the 2004 – 2008 period. 
They investigated CEO salaries, CEO bonuses, other CEO 
compensation, Percentage of CEO salaries, percentage 
of CEO bonuses and percentages of CEO’s other annual 
compensation. Based on a sample size of 63 large banks, 
the overall conclusion was that none of these factors had a 
statistically significant impact on the riskiness of the bank 
CEOs as originally expected. Similar studies have found that 
female CEOs are more risk averse than male [6].

Impact of gender on CEOs
A look at the C-level of most industries shows a noticeable 
lack of female CEOs. In this section we examine personal and/
or professional events that have helped motivate, or remove 
a lack of motivation, to help females become CEOs. This, 
of course, is a subject with much depth and breadth, and we 
are just scratching the surface of these events [7]. The path to 
the C-suite may begin early in life. A 2003 study by shows 
that even from early childhood there is a different reward 
structure for males versus females. Risk taking, on average, 
gets rewarded for males and discouraged for females in 
childhood play [8]. Pallier finds that this reward system can 
promote less self-confidence and self-esteem at an early age 
for females versus males. Another factor that seems to play 
a role in the early development of female business leaders is 
the environment in which they were raised. A study by shows 
that a large percentage of female CEOs came from families 
where the father was self-employed in a small business. 
This environment would likely have a positive effect on a 
future CEO understands of the risk versus reward trade-off 
and application to most business decisions. Examinations of 
gender within the C-Suite show that women are most likely 
to take on the role of Chief Management Officer and Chief 
Human Resources Officer [9]. 

The literature also shows that women are more likely to land at 
the helm of struggling company versus a financially stable one. 
The difficulty in turning around these struggling companies, in 
addition to the extra scrutiny on the female CEO, leads many 
not to accept these positions and gives companies a reason 
to not hire women in the future [10]. A great example of this 
is evident in a study by [11].Where they asked 122 students 

to rate a male and female for position of CEO in both a well 
performing company and one in financial crisis. Their results 
showed that people tend to choose a male for companies that 
are already doing well and a female when the company is in 
crisis. This should lead to more female CEO appointments of 
BHCs as banks tried to recover for the financial meltdown but 
is this the case?

A study by shows the discrepancy in male versus female 
CEOs from 1992 to 2004 [6]. Furthermore, as clearly shown 
in Figure 1, in 2018 we see a substantial percentage of women 
directors in many countries around the world [12]. However, 
the overall percentage of women CEOs remains much lower. 
Even though female numbers are lower, a female CEO tends 
not to make much of a difference to stockholders according 
to a study by [13]. They find the announcement of a female 
CEO does not make a significant difference compared to the 
announcement of a male CEO in regards to stock price. Finally, 
when women do get the chance to lead a large corporation the 
results tend to be favorable. Of the 24 female CEOs leading 
S&P 500 companies, 13 of these women have led their 
companies’ stocks to outperform the index, on average, over 
the course of their tenure [14].

A summary of literature available shows that there is a large 
gap in the number of women versus men in CEO positions of 
BHCs. There are close to 100 bank holding companies in the 
United States with assets of more than $10 billion; however, in 
2011 only five of these had a female CEO. In 2014 we seen this 
number drop down to only three [10]. We have seen a decline 
in the number of total BHCs in past years due to periods of 
economic crisis, consolidation spurred by the relaxation of 
state branching and national interstate banking restrictions, 
and voluntary mergers between unaffiliated banks [15]. By the 
end of 2018 there were 133 BHCs with more than $10 billion 
in total assets. 

It is clearly shown that more research needs to be done on 
women and financial institutions. The issue lies in the data 
available, of which there is little. It would be easy for the 
Federal Financial Institutions Examination Council (FFIEC) 
to break down data by CEO gender, yet this has not happened 
to date thus hampering meaningful studies in this area [16].

Results
We first look for difference in size between BHCs led by 
women versus those led by men in terms of total assets.

We see from Table 1 that the distribution for BHC sizes looks 
very similar across both genders until the median. Half of the 
BHCs led by both women and men have assets under about 
$1.65 billion. Beyond that there appears to be a significant 
difference. The next 25% of women led BHC’s have assets 
under $2.44 billion while for men the corresponding number 
is $5.07 billion. The difference is further exaggerated for the 
maximum size where BHC’s led by men reach up to 20 times 
the size of the biggest BHC led by a woman. This difference 
in distributions should translate into a significant difference in 
the means between the two groups. Upon calculating we find 
that this is indeed so. The average size of BHC’s led by women 
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is $1.83 billion while the corresponding number for men is 
$27.9 billion, with the t-statistic for the difference between 
means at a highly significant value of -7.61. We interpret this 
result as indicating that in addition to the fewer number of 
women being hired to lead BHCs in general, there is a further 
compression effect at the top where women are even more 
unlikely to be leaders of large BHCs.

In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, a lot of banks 
were found under-capitalized, leading to calls for increased 
regulation. We now turn to examine if there are any significant 
differences between women- and men-led BHCs in terms of 
capitalization (Table 2).

Here we see no significant difference between the two 
groups, indicating that BHCs led by women were just as 
well-prepared as those led by men prior to and during the 
financial crisis. We also looked for difference in the share of 
assets financed by domestic deposits since these would be less 
prone to withdrawal risk during global financial crises such 
as the one in 2008. Again, we found no significant difference 
here. One of the most adverse effects of the financial crisis 
was the liquidity crunch where banks were considerably more 
reluctant to lend because of the uncertainty surrounding the 
value of their assets and/or the ability of borrowers to repay 
during a recession. We thus now turn to a measure of lending.

We see from Table 3 that there was in fact a significant difference 
in loans between the two groups. The difference is about 4.5 
percentage points and is statistically very significant. Looking 
deeper on the potential impact of this difference on businesses, 
we see that BHCs led by women made on an average 2.4 
percentage points more in commercial and industrial (C&I) 
loans compared to those led by men. This could have a 
significant impact during the financial crisis. Figure 2 bears 
out this observation further. We see this difference persist both 
before and during the financial crisis. 

Finally, we look for any difference in performance and risk-
aversion between these two groups. We use two popular 
measures to examine risk in the banking industry – non-
performing loans ratio and risk-based capital ratio. We 
measure performance using return on equity (ROE). 

We see in Table 4 that there is no significant difference in 
either risk or performance between the two groups. Therefore, 
both in terms of risk-aversion and profitability, BHCs led by 
women perform just as well as those led by men.

Summary
The first item of significance learned from this study is that 
more easily accessible data needs to be made available by 
bank regulatory agencies. This would allow for more robust 
analyses and further the cause for women to rise to the 
C-suite of commercial banks and bank holding companies. 
Our manually retrieved data shows very few women leading 
BHCs, and even fewer leading BHC’s with assets in excess 
of $10 billion. However, if one accounts for size, we find 
that BHC’s let by women and men are remarkably similar. 
The differences are sizeable in asset composition. Female led 
BHC’s tend to have a higher percentage of assets in the form 

of loans. Two specific areas are total loans and commercial 
and industrial loans. Male led BHCs made slightly more real 
estate loans over the examination period. BHCs with female 
CEOs also had a higher overall percentage of loans to assets 
for the entire period of 2004 to 2008. It is interesting that as 
male-led BHC’s started decreasing loans to assets in 2007 
female-led BHC’s steadily increased their loan to assets into 
2008, at which time the percentage started to drop. One might 
jump to the conclusion that because of increasing loans during 
a difficult economic period the percentage of non-performing 
loans for female led BHCs would have been higher than their 
counterparts. This, however, is not the case as both groups of 
non-performing loans were extremely close. This is also the 
case for return on assets for both groups; they were extremely 
similar over the study period.

Conclusion
What we can take away from this study is that women deserve 
their place in the C-suite just as much as men. We also show 
that the stereotype that female CEOs are more risk averse and 
thus less likely to take advantage of riskier but higher yielding 
loan opportunities is false. As the financial crisis was upon 
us female CEOs continued to make loans while male CEOs 
tended to back off and commit assets to safer investment 
opportunities. However, the number of non-performing loans 
remained approximately equal, showing that female CEO’s 
were making quality loans during this time.

It is apparent that much more study needs to be done in this 
area. With the regulators making the data available, it would 
be very interesting to determine if there is a difference between 
the performance of male and female led banks at the regional 
and community bank level.
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