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ABSTRACT
CEOs of large companies have a lot of power in the company-wide hierarchy and their
actions are followed closely by the news media, financial analysts and private investors,
for instance. For this reason, they are interesting targets for further investigation in the
academic world as well. Especially, the influence of various characteristics related to the
CEOs are of special interest. Previous academic research shows that different characteristics connected to the CEO can influence a firm’s financial performance either in a positive or negative manner. This study examines the relationship between these CEO characteristics and firm financial performance through six individual measures: age, gender,
experience, CEO/Chairman duality, salary and firm ownership. Firm financial performance is proxied through the profitability indicator ROA and the valuation measure Tobin’s q. It is expected that certain characteristics have significant influence on firm performance.
The study examines a panel data of 291 individual S&P 500 companies and 482 CEOs of
those companies through a period of seven years, 2010-2016. The individual variables
are obtained from Execucomp and Datastream. Panel regressions with period-, cross-section- and industry-fixed effects are utilized in the study to form the results.
The empirical findings of the study show that female CEOs tend to affect firm performance positively. CEO experience, measured as the time the individual has held the position in the company, and CEO/Chairman duality are also shown to have a positive relationship with the financial performance of the sample firms. The remaining characteristics
yield inconclusive or insignificant results in regard to firm financial performance. Due to
the issue of endogeneity affecting most corporate governance studies, the results of the
study should be treated as rather tentative.
______________________________________________________________________
KEY WORDS: Corporate governance, CEO characteristics, firm performance, endogeneity
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1. Background and motivation
In the company-wide hierarchy, CEOs are the most powerful governing body and decision-maker after the board and its chairman. They are in charge of the day-to-day operations within a company and at the end of the day it is the CEO who is mainly responsible
for any wrongdoings the company might have done. On the other hand, a CEO leading a
financially well performing company tends to receive lots of praise from the shareholders
and market participants in general. Their powerful position in a company make them an
interesting subject for further investigation in the academic world. Consequently, because
of their powerful position within a company, CEOs are also extensively followed individuals in that their moves are closely observed by the shareholders, for instance. An
ongoing debate also exists on whether CEOs of large corporations are actually worth what
they are paid, insinuating that higher paid CEOs might not always achieve higher firm
performance. The effects of different CEO characteristics on firm performance are of
great interest since these characteristics can be examined and thought of more closely in
the event of making a new CEO appointment, for instance. Keeping the aforementioned
in mind, it is beneficial to examine certain characteristics more closely and specifically
in relation to firm performance and see if there is any relationship between them.
(Brealey, Myers & Allen, 2011)
More generally speaking, individual characteristics are one of the single biggest factors
in many hiring decisions in the job market. Of course, some characteristics such as age
and gender, should not affect the hiring decision in any company since that is a form of
discrimination towards the applicants. Nevertheless, companies are also in search for the
best possible candidate for each of their open positions and they want an individual who
has the most well-suited and value enhancing characteristics to the job in question. Of
course, other things such as previous experience and knowledge also play a large role in
the decisions made by the hiring managers. Keeping the above mentioned in mind, it is
clear that if hiring managers, for instance, are able to compare and evaluate how different
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characteristics affect the value of a firm, they would utilize that information and make
decisions accordingly. Here also lies the key idea of the whole thesis.
There exist many previous studies that examine the effect CEO characteristics have on
firm financial performance. Common to many of the previous studies is that ROA and
Tobin’s q are used as indicators of firm financial performance, as is the case with the
study in hand. For instance, Peni (2014) examines the effect multiple different characteristics, such as age, gender and experience have on firm performance measured by both
ROA and Tobin’s q and finds that there indeed are significant relationships with many of
the examined variables. Whereas the former study examines the effect of multiple different characteristics, there are other influential studies that look at one characteristic more
closely in relation to firm performance. Khan & Vieito (2013) examine the effect CEO
gender has on firm financial performance and find female CEOs to exhibit higher levels
of firm performance. Additionally, Serfling (2014) looks at CEO age and how that affects
firm riskiness. He finds that as CEOs get older, they start taking less risk in their corporate
activities. A notable study by Mehran (1995) shows that, in regard to CEO salary, the
structure of the compensation provided also has significance in relation to firm financial
performance. The study shows that equity-based compensation has a significantly positive effect on ROA and Tobin’s q. Studies have also been made on examining the relationship between CEO/Chairman duality and firm performance, finding that different industries react to duality in different ways (Elsayed 2007). CEO experience, measured as
the amount of time the individual has held the position in the company, is found to have
a positive impact on firm financial performance measured both by ROA and Tobin’s q
(Peni 2014). In regard to the CEO’s ownership stake in the firm, Griffith (1999) finds that
there are certain threshold levels of ownership that either affect firm value positively or
negatively. In addition to examining the previously mentioned studies in more detail further on in the literature review section of the paper, other related studies are also discussed
to give the reader a comprehensive review of past research related to the topic in question.
Overall, this study examines the impact of multiple different CEO characteristics, which
are age, gender, CEO/Chairman duality, experience, salary and firm ownership, in the
regression models to come and thus makes it possible to draw conclusions on whether

13

there are some characteristic variables that are more prominent than others. The study
aims at shedding more light on the different characteristics with a new dataset and -period,
and additionally introduces the variable of CEO ownership stake in the firm, measured as
the percentage of the total outstanding shares owned by the CEO, excluding options,
which has not been used extensively in this form in previous literature.
This study also focuses on variables that are easily quantifiable since previous research
has shown that difficulties can arise in corporate governance related studies when trying
to measure something that is not as straightforward in its interpretation. As an example
of a characteristic, which can be difficult to quantify is the concept of managerial entrenchment. Salas (2010) uses entrenchment as a proxy for explaining the stock price
behavior after sudden executive deaths. Unquestionably, he manages well in explaining
managerial entrenchment, but issues could arise if the measure would be left up to debate.
Evidently, the results of related research depend substantially on how the characteristics
themselves are measured and emphasizes the need in this study to use quantifiable
measures that are not open to debate in order to keep the results robust and easily understandable.
The current academic literature regarding CEO characteristics and firm performance is
ambiguous at times. There are studies, as will be shown further on in the thesis’ literature
review section, which achieve varying and mixed results. For this reason, any new information and knowledge received through empirical testing related to the topic is valuable
to try and bridge the gap between the results to find even more common ground within
the research area. Additionally, as already mentioned, there is value in the new and updated data set that examines six different characteristic measures and comprises of the
most recent information available for the investigation of the issue.
As mentioned in the previous paragraph, there exists ambiguity in the results of similar
research. One of the largest issues these kinds of studies face is that of endogeneity, which
simply means that without proper econometric tools, we cannot say for sure whether the
causation we witness is actually correct. This problem is something this paper also takes
into consideration because of its large impact on the results. As Wintoki, Linck & Netter
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(2012) explain in their article about corporate governance related studies having large
issues with endogeneity, it can very well be that firm performance is the factor behind
governance, not the other way around as we would predict. The endogeneity concern will
be gone through in detail later on in the paper.
Overall, this thesis follows in the footsteps of previous related studies where the relationship between CEO characteristics and firm financial performance have been examined.
The individual CEO characteristics implemented in this study are age, gender, salary,
CEO/Chairman duality, experience, and firm ownership. These are evaluated in correlation with two firm performance measures, ROA and Tobin’s q. Ultimately, this paper can
be used as a valuable resource in examining the relationship between the mentioned CEO
characteristics and firm performance and possibly used as valuable input in certain hiring
decisions.
1.2. Research questions
The two main research questions related to the firm performance measures of the study
are formulated below. The specific research hypotheses regarding each CEO characteristic variable are presented later on in chapter 3, after going over the previous literature in
the field.
RQ 1: Do CEO characteristics, such as age, gender, salary, experience, CEO/Chairman duality, and ownership have a significant impact on a firm’s financial performance
measured by the profitability indicator ROA?
RQ 2: Do CEO characteristics, such as age, gender, salary, experience, CEO/Chairman duality, and ownership have a significant impact on a firm’s financial performance
measured by the firm value indicator Tobin’s q?
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1.3. Structure of the study
The thesis starts with this introduction, where the author gives background and motivation
for the study. After this, the theoretical framework related to the topic will be introduced
and gone through in detail in chapter 2. Previous empirical evidence related to the topic
in question are introduced in the third part. Thereafter, the thesis shifts its focus on to the
methodological section of the paper, as the data samples, hypotheses and results are introduced in chapters 4 and 5. In the end, a final discussion of the results is presented, and
a final conclusion made.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The theoretical framework consists of an introduction to basic firm-level hierarchy to
further strengthen and understand the importance of the CEO in the hierarchy of the firm
as the decision maker. After this, four independent but related theories in corporate governance are introduced in order to form a better understanding of the underlying forces in
corporate governance and its implications on firm financial performance, for instance.
Common to all four theories is the fact that they have existed for decades and have not
changed significantly along the way. There also exists no affirmative proof of one of these
being far superior to the other ones.
The most basic definition of the term corporate governance is that it could be thought of
as a structure or regime which is in place to govern and control a firm. The main principle
is to lay the ground for the relationships between the board of directors, CEO and other
executives, and the shareholders of the company in a way that everyone knows their responsibilities and rights. One of the underlying principles of corporate governance is that
it acts as reinforcement for procedures written down in law. Corporate governance practices can differ slightly geographically from country to country, but the main principles
are the same in order to have uniform procedures across large listed companies around
the world, for instance. (Securities Market Association 2018)

2.1. Firm-level hierarchy
To understand the issue on how corporate governance and CEO characteristics are related
to a firm’s financial performance, it is crucial to understand the basic hierarchy of a firm
and examine the relationship the CEO has with his/her superior, the board of directors.
The board of directors is the highest governing body of any company, which makes the
chairman of the board of directors the highest ranked individual in the firm-level hierarchy. The shareholders of a company elect the board of directors; thus, the board represents
the shareholders and tries to maximize their value (ownership of the firm) to the best of
their ability. All major decisions have to be ultimately accepted by the board of directors.
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They are also in charge of appointing a new CEO for the company and other top-level
executives. (Brealey, Myers & Allen 2011)
Board size depends greatly on the company, usually larger firms have more members on
their board, and vice versa. Privately-owned sole proprietor -type of businesses can only
have a few people on the board, consisting usually of the entrepreneur him- or herself and
someone else, for example a business partner. On the other hand, large corporations such
as Nokia, have a board composition of roughly 10 people.
Although the composition of the board or its chairman and the relationship between firm
performance is not examined in this thesis, it is important to understand that it is in fact
the highest governing body of any company. Since the board of directors plays such an
important role within the company, as it is optimal to find the most suited CEO for the
position, it is also beneficial to find the optimal board composition. Through understanding, for instance, how multicultural boards with nationalities from all over the world and
various age compositions of the board help in providing financial value for the company,
the whole institution benefits.
The Chief Executive Officer, commonly referred to as the CEO, is the highest-ranking
executive a company has. He or she is in charge of managing the company’s overall operations and making key strategic business decisions and evaluating the successful allocation of company resources. The CEO is the one most in contact with the board of directors and updating them on company-wide issues on a regular basis. Proper corporate
governance dictates the fact that the CEO must have the board of directors’ approval and
trust. This is possibly the most vital aspect of the relationship between the CEO and the
board of directors. Without trust and confidence in the CEO, he or she does not have the
requirements that are needed to continue in the position successfully. Through the years,
we have seen numerous CEO dismissals simply because the most sacred aspect of business, trust, has been blatantly jeopardized. Ultimately, the board of directors is always the
one responsible for deciding on the possible termination of a CEO’s contract.
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2.2. Agency theory
Agency theory is one of the main and probably the most well-known theories related to
corporate governance and is inherently connected to the issue of CEO characteristics,
such as executive compensation and how it possibly affects the company’s value, thus
affecting also the value for the shareholders as well. As Brealey, Myers & Allen (2011)
explain, it is the theory of the existing, and often problematic, relationship between the
company’s top managers and its shareholders. Shareholders are seen as the “principals”
and top managers as “agents” of the principal. Another key aspect to note here are that of
agency costs, that are losses that can arise if and when the manager of the company does
not act in a way that is increasing the value for the shareholder. Fundamentally, the theory
states that there is a large problem in that not everyone within the firm is working for the
same common goal, which should always be the increase of shareholder value. As
Brealey, Myers & Allen (2011) discuss, the issue is not only in the relationship between
the top managers and shareholders of the firm but there is also an evident problematic
relationship within the relationships inside the firm itself since middle managers and other
employees act as agents for the very top of management. Fama (1980) also examines the
issue in his seminal work related to agency problems and motivates that ownership of the
firm and control should be separated, which can lead to a highly effectual economic organizational structure.
Just as Brealey, Myers & Allen (2011) tell, in simple terms, a business is always looking
for projects with a positive net present value. By doing this, the company will continue
on making a profit, ceteris paribus. The question is about motivating your employees and
managers to perform in a way that maximizes not only the value for the shareholders but
for the individual employee and manager as well. As Brealey, Myers & Allen (2011)
discuss, incentives and performance management are two main issues to take into consideration here. This is strongly connected to the issue of this thesis itself, since by understanding that there are different incentive structures and performance management
tools put in place to measure the performance of top managers within a company, we get
a more comprehensive idea of what it actually is that is driving the financial performance
of individual firms.
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2.3. Stewardship theory
Agency theory can be seen as trying to find motivation and reasoning to separate the roles
of the chairman of the board and the CEO, insinuating that CEO/Chairman duality is not
ideal since it raises a conflict between the interests of the shareholders and the “agents”.
Contrary to this, the stewardship theory suggests that the interests of the “principals”
(=shareholders) are looked after when CEO/Chairman duality is present (Donaldson &
Davis 1991). The underlying idea behind having the same individual as chairman and
CEO is that the duality brings more power to the individual, which allows for immediate
and effective reaction to different circumstances and thus be more valuable to the shareholders as well, granted that the overall organizational structure of the firm is designed
correctly. To examine the issue of which theory is better for the shareholders, Donaldson
& Davis (1991) take the approach of comparing the two rival theories in a set of empirical
tests to find evidence in favor of one over the other.
With a sample of 321 US-based firms, they find CEO/Chairman duality to be highly persistent, with 76% of the total sample firms having the same individual as CEO and board
chairman. Return on equity and shareholder gains are used as dependent variables when
evaluating the financial performance of the firm in relation to CEO/Chairman duality.
Interestingly, the study finds rather mixed results since ROE is found to be lower for firms
with no duality in regard to the two positions. On the other hand, CEO/Chairman duality
was found to have a positive relationship between the returns experienced by the shareholders, indicating proof towards the stewardship theory.
2.4. Resource dependence theory
The resource dependence theory is the third separate theory, which differs in many ways
from the previous two. Although it may not be as well-known in comparison to the agency
theory, for instance, it has been described as being a major and highly influential theory
related to organizational and strategic management. As the name tells, it is about organizations and companies being dependent from one another in regard to different necessary
resources needed to conduct business (Drees & Heugens 2013). The theory most notably
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tries to explain why it is that companies that operate separately from one another sometimes form alliances, as well as mergers and acquisitions, for example. The decisions to
partake in any of the activities mentioned previously usually starts from the highest level
of the company hierarchy, mainly the CEO. Keeping this in mind, we understand better
the interconnectedness of the individual CEO characteristics and what kind of a role they
play in relation to the theory itself.
2.5. Stakeholder theory
The stakeholder theory in corporate governance examines the moral background of organizational management. It looks at the values and drivers behind the business, and especially the ethical side of managing an enterprise. By stakeholders are meant both internal and external ones that have an effect on how the company is run and what kind of
ethical and organizational guidelines are practiced in the business, in order to satisfy the
needs of all stakeholder groups. Examples of internal stakeholders are, for instance, the
owners, managers and employees of a firm. They all have a unique role inside the company hierarchy and organizational structure in delivering value to the business. On the
other hand, external stakeholders are the shareholders, customers, suppliers, creditors and
the society as a whole, for instance. (Stakeholder Map, 2018)
Bridoux & Stoelhorst (2014) discuss stakeholder theory and examine the implications of
managing different types of stakeholders effectively, and especially in terms of firm performance. As the authors suggest, stakeholder theory implies that there exists a positive
correlation between the ethical fairness in regard to each individual stakeholder and firm
financial performance. Indicating that by being fair towards all respective stakeholders of
the company, financial performance of the firm tends to increase. The main idea behind
the theory is that stakeholders are more inclined towards value creation when treated with
respect and fairness. The problem lies in the fact that how do you manage all the different
stakeholders in a firm performance maximizing way, since not all stakeholders respond
to the same set of principles and ideas. The authors explain this through two separate
approaches: the fairness approach and the arms-length approach. The former simply
means, as is described in the name, that you should treat stakeholders fairly, whereas the
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latter focuses solely on the bargaining power of each individual stakeholder. The study
finds that in order to attract the so-called complementary stakeholders to help in increasing firm performance, a fairness approach is recommended. For retaining and getting
value out of the more self-centered stakeholders, the authors suggest using the armslength approach, since it is focused on the bargaining power possessed by the stakeholders.
2.6. Conclusions on the theoretical framework
As can be noted from the aforementioned four individual theories related to the general
theoretical framework of the thesis and its subject, there exist multiple distinct approaches
in respect to examining the relationships between companies and their stakeholders. For
instance, whereas some theory is in favor of CEO/Chairman duality, another is the exact
opposite, highlighting the importance of separating these two influential roles inside the
company and its hierarchy. In regard to actual firm financial performance, the four theories gone through try to explain the origins of it from different perspectives, with each
theory emphasizing as important something that might be overlooked by another theory.
Overall, the theoretical framework of the study aims at providing the reader information
on the basic fundamental forces behind corporate governance and how it is inherently
connected to firm financial performance.
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3. PREVIOUS EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE
Empirical evidence regarding the topic is presented in the following section. The section
looks at prominent studies within the field. An illustration of the main studies and their
results is presented at the very end of the section.
3.1. CEO age
Multiple previous studies have been made regarding the relationship between the age of
the CEO and firm financial performance. As mentioned earlier in the introduction, the
study by Peni (2014) also examines the effect of Chairperson characteristics on firm financial performance, in addition to the CEO characteristics. The sample of the study and
methodology are similar to that of this one, as S&P500 firms and their CEOs are used to
examine the relationships with cross-sectional panel regressions. The study finds that
CEO age does not seem to have an effect on the firm valuation measure Tobin’s q. On
the other hand, Peni (2014) finds a positive impact between CEO age and ROA. Interestingly, the study found a negative relationship between a Chairperson’s age and Tobin’s
q. The result is also backed up by previous studies where age has been found to have a
negative impact on risk aversion, meaning that as executives get older they tend to take
less risk, which can at times weaken the financial performance of the individual firm.
Closely related to CEO age is also the age of the Chairman, which has also been studied
in relation to firm performance. Waelchli & Zeller (2013) find a negative relationship
between Chairman age and firm financial performance. Comparing this study to the one
of Peni (2014), it is an example of how similar studies achieve varying results. Of course,
it has to be noted that the prime target of the examination is different (CEO vs. Chairman)
and the samples are different as well. Waelchli & Zeller (2013) used nearly 10 000 Chairmen of unlisted firms in Switzerland as their sample. As their main firm financial performance measures, they use ROA and ROE and show that there is a significant decline in
performance as Chairmen get older. The economic significance of the issue is also rather
substantial, since the study reports that an estimated one standard deviation increase in
the Chairman age results to a roughly 0,79% decrease in ROA. The results clearly indicate
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that the Chairman of a firm, as well as the CEO, has an important role in delivering performance. The study also points out a very common feature of humans, that of deteriorating cognitive abilities as one grows older. In fact, they imply that this can even be considered as the main driver behind the decreasing financial performance of the examined
firms.
3.2. CEO gender
CEO gender has also been the subject of many corporate governance related articles
where the aim is set on identifying whether gender has an effect on the financial performance of firms. Previous literature related to investment behavior between males and
females has shown that, on average, females take less risk and earn higher returns than
males. For instance, a study by Davydov, Florestedt, Peltomäki & Schön (2017) concludes that female investors exhibit less risk in their portfolios with higher performance
compared to males. The study was done on individual private investors in Sweden on the
use of Exchange Traded Products. The result has great economic significance as well,
since the females’ portfolios showed a median rate of return of 1,68% higher than that of
the males’ portfolios. Even though females exhibited much higher portfolio performance,
the corresponding risk was in fact considerably lower in comparison to males. This finding is just to illustrate that when looking at gender and firm financial performance, as is
the case with this thesis, one must first understand the smaller picture on an individual
person scale and the characteristics driving the behavior of certain individuals. In a broad
picture, the results of the study by Davydov et al. (2017) can have some implications on
the study in question as well.
More specifically, Khan & Vieito (2013) examine the relationship between CEO gender
and firm performance by looking at a panel set of companies situated in the United States
during 1992-2004. Their initial hypotheses, similar to that of Davydov et al. (2017), is
also that female CEOs exhibit stronger firm financial performance on average, compared
to their male counterparts. In addition to this, they also hypothesize female-led companies
to exhibit lower risk levels. Both these hypotheses were proven to be correct since the
coefficient for a female CEO is both positive and statistically significant.
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Related to the characteristic of gender and firm financial performance is also the study by
Erhardt, Werbel & Shrader (2003) where the diversity among the board of directors is
examined in relation to financial performance of the specific firm. As their sample they
use 127 large companies from the United States between the years 1993-1998. As the
dependent variables measuring firm financial performance the study uses return on assets
and return on investment. At the end, the study finds that a high level of diversity within
the board of directors’ results in higher firm financial performance. By diversity here is
meant the percentage of females and different minorities on the board of directors.
3.3. CEO salary
The salaries paid to CEOs, especially those in charge of large publicly listed companies,
are under constant debate within the eyes of the general public. People think that CEOs
get paid too much in comparison to the results they are able to achieve. For instance,
relating to figures from the FTSE 100, the ratio of CEO salary to a normal worker is
roughly around 120:1 (Management Today 2018). In addition, based on a study made in
the UK by the CIPD (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development) in 2015, 71%
or the respondents to the survey see that CEO salaries are too high in the UK and a majority of respondents see this as a demotivating aspect to work (Management Today
2018). The aspects mentioned above give good reasoning to study the effects CEO salaries have on firm financial performance.
There also exists an ongoing debate on whether CEOs are actually driving value to the
business and whether or not they are worth what they are actually paid. Let us examine
the issue more closely from the point of view of one of the key variables of this research:
compensation. The following figure depicts the median CEO compensation for large
companies in 2008. It includes the base salary, target bonuses and long-term incentive
plans. As can be clearly seen, the US has an incredibly high level of CEO pay compared
to the rest. Comparing the compensation of CEOs in the US to ones in Germany, we
notice that CEOs in Germany earn about three times less, based on data from 2008. An
even more dramatic case is that of comparing CEOs in the US to ones in Japan. The
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difference is roughly tenfold. Is it accurate to say that CEOs in the US are ten times better
and deliver ten times more value to the company than ones in Japan? (Brealey, Myers &
Allen (2011)
Figure 1. Median CEO compensation in 2008 for large companies. (Brealey, Myers & Allen, 2011).

It is only logical that the figure above raises the question of whether CEOs in the US are
substantially more valuable to the business, solely based on their compensation. Empirical evidence suggests the opposite in some cases. Brealey, Myers & Allen (2011) give an
example of two CEOs in the US who received massive compensation packages worth
over $200 million as they left the financially underperforming companies.
Jeppson, Smith & Stone (2009) analyze whether there is any relationship between the
compensation provided to CEOs and the financial performance of the firm. The study
looks at 200 publicly traded companies from the US and finds that there is no strong
relationship between the mentioned variables. The authors do point out that this might be
the result of a limited sample and period of estimation. On the other hand, and in an older
study by Mehran (1995), the effect executive compensation structure has on firm financial
performance is studied. Although the data is from the 1980s, crucial evidence can still be
brought up from the study. For instance, the study shows that the two firm financial performance measures, Tobin’s q and ROA, have a positive and significant relationship with
equity-based compensation and the overall percentage of outstanding stock held by managers within the very top of the company. This result indicates that the CEO
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compensation, more particularly the structure of it, has a considerable effect on a firm’s
financial performance measured with Tobin’s q and ROA. In addition, the study also concludes that in companies where the compensation of the CEO is sensitive to the financial
performance of the firm, the overall returns produced for the shareholders are higher than
in companies where the firm’s financial performance and CEO salary are only remotely
connected.
Related to CEO salary is an interesting concept referred to as “CEO pay slice”. Developed
by Bebchuk, Cremers & Peyer (2011), it examines the total compensation of a company’s
five most senior and important executives in relation to the pay of the CEO. Initially, it
tells how big of a portion (%) of the total compensation of the five mentioned executives
is captured by the CEO. The study uses Tobin’s q as a proxy for firm value and finds that
a higher portion of the total five-person executive team compensation going to the CEO
leads to a decrease in firm value measured by Tobin’s q. In addition to this, a high CEO
pay slice is also negatively connected to many other measures as well, such as accounting
profitability, the quality of M&A decisions and CEO turnover, to mention a few. Bebchuk, Cremers & Peyer (2011) explain that the reasoning behind the negative relationship
with firm value can be found in the agency problem where the executives of a firm tend
to also think about what actions bring the best outcome, compensation wise, for themselves, not only for the shareholders. The economic significance of the negative effect the
CEO pay slice measure has on firm value measured by Tobin’s q is substantial. For instance, an approximately 12% change (one standard deviation) in the CEO pay slice results, on average, to a decrease of 5,5% in the Tobin’s q for next year.
Brick, Palmon & Wald (2006) find a unique finding in their research that looks at CEO
and director compensation in relation to firm financial performance. They state that there
is evidence of excess compensation being linked to the financial underperformance of a
firm. The economic impact of the finding is large, since the regression results of the study
show that a 10% rise in excess compensation given to the CEO results, on average, to a
0,8% decrease in the returns of the specific company. Going further, Brick, Palmon &
Wald (2006) also examine the impact via excess holding period returns through the Fama-
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French model with fixed effects and find that an increase of 10% in the compensation of
the CEO results to a 1,09% equity value decrease.
3.4. CEO/Chairman duality
Continuing on the topic related to CEO/Chairman duality mentioned in the literature review of the paper and examined through the empirical work of Donaldson & Davis
(1991), the following gives more insight on other related studies within the subject. As
already mentioned earlier in the paper, CEO/Chairman duality is found to be rather common, especially among the S&P500 companies and large companies in general in the US.
As Yang & Zhao (2014) conclude, during 1970-1990 CEO/Chairman duality was present
in more than 80% of all large companies in the US. After increased regulation and partly
because of the Dodd-Frank Act of 2010, where the SEC ordered that listed companies
must explain the reasoning behind a certain board structure, especially if the CEO and
Chairman are the same individual, the duality figure decreased to 54%. As can be noted
later on in this paper, the sample used follows the same lines of having the duality at
around 60%. In regard to firm performance, Yang & Zhao (2014) find that firms with
CEO/Chairman duality perform better than their counterparts where duality is not present,
when using the Canada-United States Free Trade Agreement as an exogenous shock.
More precisely, they find that the CEO/Chairman duality results to an increase in Tobin’s
q by nearly 4%, on average.
Elsayed (2007) also examines the relationship between CEO/Chairman duality and firm
financial performance and finds there to be no connection between the two before taking
into consideration an interaction term among firm industry and duality. Adding the interaction term shows that there are differences across industries, some reacting positively to
CEO/Chairman duality as compared to others reacting more negatively.
Closely related to CEO/Chairman duality is also the issue of executive business. Ahn,
Jiraporn & Kim (2010) study the effect holding multiple directorships, especially outside
the company, have on acquirer returns. The authors show that when it comes to the directors in the acquiring companies that hold many board seats outside that specific company,
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there are significantly more negative abnormal returns. The reason for this is that executives are too busy and do not have enough time to focus on the matters at hand in the
respective company properly.
3.5. Experience
As is the case with some of the other examined characteristics, experience is found to
have mixed results in relation to firm performance. Hamori & Koyuncu (2015) find a
negative relationship between CEO experience and firm financial performance. By experience they mean whether or not the CEO has prior experience being the head of another
company. An alternative way of measuring CEO experience is to measure how long the
individual has been the CEO of the company he/she currently works for (Peni 2014). This
study finds that more experienced CEOs tend to have a positive effect on the financial
performance of the firm, measured both by ROA and Tobin’s q. The reasoning for this
lies in the fact that not only have more experienced CEOs been able to grow their professional network and contacts to a much higher level than less experienced ones, but in
addition they tend to have significantly more knowledge about the firm and the different
tasks designated to the CEO. An interesting aspect from the study by Peni (2014) is that
it is not necessarily the age of the CEO that affects firm performance, but moreover the
actual experience gained as CEO. Meaning that a younger individual with more experience being the top executive in a company most likely will have a more positive effect
on a firm’s financial performance than an individual who is older but has less experience
in holding the CEO position in the firm. Li & Patel (forthcoming) find similar results
when they study the effect generalist CEOs have on firm financial performance and conclude that although the experience gained as a generalist CEO is associated negatively
with firm performance, this is mitigated substantially with a long tenure in the position.
3.6. CEO ownership stake in a firm
Studies related to examining CEO ownership of the firm and its relationship with firm
financial performance provide interesting results. For instance, Griffith (1999) finds that
when using Tobin’s q as a proxy for firm value, it tends to increase when the total share
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ownership of the CEO is somewhere in the range of 0-15%. Consequently, there is a
negative effect if the CEO owns more than 15% but at most 50%. Going beyond the 50%
threshold of firm ownership, firm value is expected to increase again. The explanation
behind the findings is that when CEO ownership of the firm is at a low level, the management are more interested and keener on maximizing shareholder wealth. CEO entrenchment, as also discussed by Salas (2010), starts showing when the ownership exceeds the 15% threshold and increases towards the 50% mark. High levels of ownership
tell that the CEO has lots of power and authority, which can partly be reasons for why the
CEO might become too self-righteous. Similar results are found by Tan et al. (2001), as
they also conclude that CEO ownership has an inherent positive relationship with the
financial performance of the firm. In addition to this, they also find that firm financial
performance is positively correlated with the ownership variable, meaning that CEOs of
companies with better financial performance tend to own more of the company stock.
Related to the formerly mentioned study by Griffith (1999), Tong (2008) investigates the
impacts of deviating from the perceived optimal CEO ownership level and whether or not
this has an effect on firm performance. The results indicate that a deviation, whether it
being on either side of the ownership spectrum, results to a decrease in the value of the
firm measured by Tobin’s q.
Additionally, Lilienfeld-Toal & Ruenzi (2014) include the estimation of the effect on
stock market performance. The authors find that a high level of share ownership by the
CEO is connected with significantly higher stock market returns in comparison to instances where the overall ownership of the firm by the CEO is relatively small. In their
study they employ an investment strategy, which is solely focused on available public
information. The economic magnitude of the finding is also rather substantial, since the
authors manage to show that an investment strategy in which you go long on companies
where the CEO owns more than 10% of the total outstanding shares and short companies
in which the CEO of that specific company has no ownership, can result in yearly abnormal returns of around 5% during the sample period in question.
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3.7. Executives and risk
Firm risk has also been studied extensively in relation to certain CEO and board chairman
characteristics. Although different risk measures are not part of this paper’s scope, since
it solely focuses on firm financial performance measured by either ROA or Tobin’s q, it
is still worthwhile to examine the issue more closely since many of the same variables
and characteristics are used in these studies as well and similarities can be drawn between
the studies and their conclusions. For instance, Serfling (2014) examines the riskiness of
corporate policies and CEO age and concludes that as CEOs get older, their risk-taking
activities decrease significantly. This is also in line with the psychological aspect that as
people get older, they become less willing to take risks since the gap between risk and
reward, combined with the expected life-expectancy becomes too large (Deakin, Aitken,
Robbins & Sahakian (2004). The economic significance of his finding is of great magnitude since the models he constructed imply that as CEO age increases by 25%, it results
into a decrease of nearly 5% in the volatility of the total stock returns. Simultaneously,
idiosyncratic risk also decreases by around 4% on average. Although the results are statistically significant, there still remain issues and concerns on whether the results are robust. First of all, it could be some specific industry, which acts as the driving force behind
the observed results. Secondly, the scenario could be that firms with high risk levels
choose younger CEOs to manage the company. If this were the case, it is clear that it is
not the age of the CEO driving the results but rather the firm itself. This strongly relates
to the endogeneity problem that studies in this field face and have to resolve. Despite the
concerns, Serfling (2014) finds the results to be robust by controlling for the factors causing the concerns in the first place.
Another study, which factors in the risk-taking of executives is that of Peltomäki, Swidler
& Vähämaa (forthcoming). Thus far, they have achieved similar results to that of Serfling
(2014) in that they also counter a negative relationship between CEO age and the volatility of stock returns, concluding that as age increases, the stock return volatility tends to
decrease. This is also in line with previous literature indicating that people become more
risk averse as they age and that might be factored into the decision-making processes on
a corporate level as well. An interesting issue arises when the article tests whether there
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are differences in firm riskiness based on the gender of the top executives (CEO and
CFO). Systematic risk is reported to be substantially lower for firms where the CEO and
CFO are female, whereas idiosyncratic risk is considerably higher for these kinds of firms.
From this point of view, the study is yet to arrive to a solid conclusion on why this relationship exists in the first place. All in all, based on the results of the study by Peltomäki
et al. (forthcoming), there seems to be an inherent effect on how the age and gender of a
firm’s top executives affect the volatilities of the companies’ stock returns and overall
idiosyncratic risk levels.
3.8. Endogeneity concerns
As mentioned earlier in the introduction of the paper, endogeneity is a major concern in
many corporate governance related studies, which try to explain the effect different executive characteristics have on a firm’s financial performance, for instance. Not only present
in corporate governance related studies, but in econometric analysis in general, endogeneity is always a serious concern and can be described as having an endogenous explanatory variable in the model (Wooldridge 2013). This means that the independent variable
on the right-hand side of the equation in a multiple regression model, such as the one
explored in this study, is found to be correlated with the error term. Wooldridge (2013)
gives three main reasons for this: measurement error, an omitted variable or simultaneity.
An article by Wintoki, Linck & Netter (2012) addresses the issue of endogeneity in corporate governance studies. More specifically, they try to decrease the problems with a
generalized method of moments (GMM) model when investigating the effect that the
composition of the board of directors has on firm performance. In relation to the serious
concerns of endogeneity in corporate finance literature and research, Wintoki et al. (2012)
argue that due to endogeneity, it is close to impossible to infer any reliable relationship
between the measures. Ultimately, and in stark contrast to previous studies, by using the
GMM model, the authors find no causal relationship between the composition of the
board of directors and firm financial performance. A similar result is found by Schultz,
Tan & Walsh (2010) as well. There is often simply no way of knowing with certainty that
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the observed relationship and causality is correct, since it can very well be reversed (firm
financial performance driving governance factors).
3.9. Conclusions on previous empirical evidence
The previous empirical evidence related to the field of CEO characteristics and firm financial performance is driven by a few main aspects. Firstly, the lack of women as CEOs
indicates that when examining the relationships regarding gender, one has to be aware
that large generalizations cannot be made. Secondly, although you could argue that some
sort of unity is found within the subject, research results still sometimes deviate from
another, which may be caused by different samples and time periods, for instance. Finally,
the consistent problem of endogeneity is something that has to be considered upon examining the empirical results of the studies. Although there exist several possible methods
of alleviating endogeneity concerns in academic literature, none of them can be proven
to be completely accurate and correct in their methodology and how they interpret the
results. The limitations related to endogeneity will be gone through later on in the paper
in more detail.
3.10. Hypotheses development
Although previous studies in the field have received varying and mixed results, the null
hypothesis can be formed on the basis of the research done before and following the lines
of the research questions formed earlier in the paper.
H0: During the sample period 2010-2016, CEO age, gender, salary, CEO/Chairman duality, experience and ownership have no impact on firm performance measured by ROA
and Tobin’s q.
In the case of rejecting the null hypothesis, additional hypotheses can be formed on the
basis of previous empirical evidence on the six different characteristic measures to evaluate the relationship between CEO characteristics and firm performance more carefully.
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Although the previous research regarding CEO age exhibits different results, on the basis
of Peni (2014) and Waelchli & Zeller’s (2013) findings, firm performance is expected to
deteriorate with older CEOs.
H1: CEO age is expected to have a negative impact on firm performance measured by
ROA or Tobin’s q.
Regarding CEO gender, previous empirical evidence is rather unambiguous as female
CEOs are seen to improve firm performance in most studies. As mentioned earlier, Davydov et al. (2017) show how already at the private investor level, women are exhibiting
higher portfolio performance with less risk, in comparison to men. Khan & Vieito (2013)
apply the discussion in relation to CEOs and find similar results.
H2: Female CEOs are expected to have a positive impact on firm performance measured by ROA or Tobin’s q.
CEO experience measured by the amount of time the individual has acted in the position
in the specific company is expected to act in a firm performance increasing way, since
previous research shows that CEOs gain a significant amount of company-specific information and knowledge through their time as CEO, which can be used for the benefit of
the company (Li & Patel, forthcoming & Peni 2014).
H3: The amount of time the CEO has served in that position is expected to have a positive effect on firm performance measured by ROA or Tobin’s q.
Following the results of Yang & Zhao (2014), the fact that the CEO also acts as the Chairman of the board is seen as a positive aspect in relation to firm performance since this
allows the CEO to respond to urgent decisions quickly and be in control of the outcome.
H4: The presence of CEO/Chairman duality is expected to have positive impact on firm
performance measured by ROA or Tobin’s q.
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Based on Tan et al. (2001) and Lilienfeld-Toal & Ruenzi (2014), for instance, a larger
ownership stake in the firm is expected to have a positive impact on firm financial performance. This is implied by the fact that the CEO him/herself has a large incentive to
increase the performance as it often leads to gains in stock market returns as well.
H5: The CEO’s ownership of the firm is expected to have a positive impact on firm performance measured by ROA or Tobin’s q.
Although Brick et al. (2006) find excess compensation to be negatively associated with
firm financial performance, studies such as Jeppson et al. (2009) examine solely the effect
of CEO compensation and firm performance and find no significant results between the
variables.
H6: The amount of compensation to the CEO is expected not to have a significant impact on firm performance measured by ROA or Tobin’s q.
After forming the six hypotheses described above, they are to be examined and tested
with the regression models to be introduced in the following sections of the paper.
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Table 1. Prior empirical evidence.
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4. DATA AND METHODOLOGY
The following section of the paper describes the data and methodological steps used in
the study to achieve the results.
4.1. Sample description and descriptive statistics
The gathered data are retrieved from Compustat’s ExecuComp and Datastream databases.
The sample period of the research extends through 2010-2016 and the data consists of
S&P500 companies as of 2017 and their respective CEOs from the period in question,
with the additional requirement of the company having been on the index for the whole
sample period between 2010-2016 in order for the dataset to be uniform. This means that
companies which were components of the S&P500 index in 2017 but have been included
or excluded between the sample period of 2010-2016 are removed from the final sample.
Additionally, and in line with previous academic research, such as Peni (2014) and
Serfling (2014), financial firms and institutions (SIC codes 6000-6999) are excluded from
the sample because of their special features. S&P500 firms were chosen as the subject of
the study because they represent such an extensive overlook of stock markets as a whole,
representing around 80% of the US stock market, which is the largest stock market in the
world. The extensive information accessible through databases of S&P500 companies
and their CEOs is also unmatched by any other similar index or overall stock market
around the world. Overall, the study and its final sample comprise of an unbalanced panel
of 291 individual companies, after excluding 105 financial firms and 102 firms that were
either excluded or included to the S&P500 index during the sample period. The number
of individual CEOs for the sample period is 482, finally amounting to a total of 2036
observations for each individual variable.
The descriptive statistics are presented below in table 2. As already mentioned earlier in
the paper, the study includes 291 individual companies and 482 individual CEOs,
amounting to 2036 observations per variable across 7 years. The average market valuation
of a company within the sample is USD 38 billion with around 58000 employees. Average
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total assets of the sample firms are slightly under USD 34 billion. It is already clear from
this that sample firms are relatively large in size. The leverage figure tends to be around
60%. Regarding ROA, the average is ~7%, which means the firms have done rather well
on average during the sample period. Still, there is a large difference between the highest
and lowest values, ranging from 22,5% on the positive side to -12,2% on the negative
side. As to the firm valuation measure Tobin’s q, the average is 1,51, meaning that the
companies tend to be overvalued since Tobin’s q > 1. The three-year annual sales growth
rate of the sample firms is on average slightly less than 5% with minimum values being
highly negative and the highest value over 38%.
In relation to the individual CEOs, the average age is around 57 years with nearly 7 years
of experience being the CEO. There is also a significant difference in the number of male
and female CEOs, since male CEOs make up for 96% of the sample. In line with previous
research, such as Yang & Zhao (2014), CEO/Chairman duality is also noted to be high,
around 60%. On average, the sample CEOs own slightly less than 1% of the total outstanding shares of the company, excluding options. There are large differences in share
ownership since some CEOs do not own company stock at all, whereas few CEOs own
around 20% of the outstanding shares. In the exceptionally high cases of share ownership,
the CEO tends to be the founder of the company as well. Examples of this being Amazon
and Oracle, for instance. The mean base salary for the examined individuals during the
sample period is roughly around 1,17 MUSD.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for each variable for the sample period 2010-2016.

39

4.2. Data diagnostics
In order to achieve reliable results, the used variables are winsorized at the 1 and 99 percentiles to limit the possibility of outliers affecting the results of the regression models.
In addition to winsorizing the outliers of the data set, two additional tests are computed
to examine whether there is correlation among the independent variables of the regressions (multicollinearity) and to choose whether a fixed or random effects model is appropriate in regard to the cross-sectional (firm-fixed) effects.
4.2.1. Test of multicollinearity
Multicollinearity is a problem multiple regression models can face and Wooldridge
(2013) describes it as “correlation among the independent variables”. In order to test for
the presence of multicollinearity, the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) is used. The results
are presented below. Following O’Brien (2007) and Salmerón, García & García (2018),
a threshold level of VIF below 10 is acceptable and indicates that high levels of multicollinearity are not present in the study. As can be seen from table 3 below, all variables
show values far below the threshold value of 10, which indicates that multicollinearity is
not present in such form that it would bias the results to a significant extent. The greatest
VIF-factor is observed for CEOEXP (CEO experience) with slightly over 1,6.
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Table 3. Test for multicollinearity using the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF).

4.2.2. Fixed effects testing
Period-fixed effects are always to be included in the regression models of similar research, but in order to choose between fixed or random effects at the cross-sectional level,
the Hausman (1978) test is performed. It tests the fixed effects estimates and their joint
significance in a least squares regression. By running the models with fixed and random
firm effects and comparing the significance of the coefficient, the appropriate specification can be chosen to fit the regression. As Wooldridge (2013) explains, when the interest
is in a time-varying variable, the use of a fixed-effect model is most of the time proven to
be the correct method.
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According to the Hausman test below, the null hypothesis of the random effects model to
be suitable is rejected (p < 0,05) in both occasions and thus, a fixed-effect approach is
utilized in regard to the cross-sections as well.
Table 4. Hausman test.

4.3. Regression variables and their description
As the main dependent variables, the study uses return on assets (ROA) as the variable
indicating profitability, and Tobin’s q, which is a variable focused on explaining firm
value. The decision for choosing these is based on previous studies in the field, such as
Peni (2014), Mehran (1995), Adams & Ferreira (2009) and other corporate governance
related studies. The CEO characteristics acting as independent variables are age, gender,
salary, CEO/Chairman duality, experience and firm ownership. Age is simply the age of
the CEO during the fiscal year and gender is a binary variable which equals 1 for male
and 0 for female. Salary is measured as the dollar denominated value of the CEO’s base
salary for the fiscal year in question. CEO/Chairman duality signifies whether the CEO
is also the Chairman of the board of directors of the company (1=yes, 0=no). CEO experience is measured as the amount of years the CEO has been in that post in the firm, and
finally firm ownership is measured as a percentage of the total outstanding shares owned
by the CEO, excluding options.
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Control variables that are used here are also based on and proven to be useful in earlier
studies, such as the ones already mentioned earlier in the paragraph and additionally also
in Bebchuk et al. (2009). The control variables include factors representing firm sales
growth, leverage, R&D costs and overall firm size. The variable representing firm sales
growth is the three-year annual sales growth in percentages. Leverage is calculated from
the balance sheet as total liabilities divided by total assets, and it is defined as a percentage. R&D costs to sales is a measure indicating the R&D expenditures, and overall firm
size is measured by the natural logarithm of total assets, an item also found from the
balance sheet of each company.
4.4. Regression models
The regression models are constructed to capture the effect that the different examined
independent variables possibly have on firm financial performance. The baseline regression model often used in the previous literature is the following (Peni 2014, Elsayed
2007):
"#$%&$'()*# = ,- + , (*0($(*1#$2312*3) + 5(*&)1$&63) + 7
Continuing from here and based on evidence gathered from previous studies in the field,
such as Brick et al. (2006), the right-hand-side variables in all specified equations to come
are lagged by one period to reduce the concerns that endogeneity causes. The firm performance measurement variables are also added to the equations below, as well as a more
detailed description of the independent variables used, including the control variables.
SIC industry-groups and years are also controlled for in the model specifications. In accordance with Peni (2014), the independent CEO characteristic variables signify demographic features, such as age and gender and educational/career features such as experience and CEO/chairman duality. In addition to these, monetary measures of share ownership and salary are included as well.
Each of the three mentioned features of two characteristics are examined first independently with the control variables, before employing all variables in the same
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regression. The following models are thus estimated to capture the differences in the characteristics and their effect on firm financial performance:

(1, 2) $&(;,< => 1&?2) @ 3 A;,<
= ,- + ,B (C#;,<DB + ,E C#)F#$;,<DB + ,G 3_J$(_3C;,<DB
SDB

+ ,K (33#13;,<DB + ,L 6#M#$(C#;,<DB + ,N $&F;,<DB + P QR 32*;R
RTB
E-BN
V

+ P UV J#($; + W;,<
VTE-B-

(3, 4) $&(;,< => 1&?2) @ 3 A;,<
= ,- + ,B *#&#Y";,<DB + ,E *#&FZ(6;,<DB + ,G 3_J$(_3C;,<DB
SDB
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After these have been estimated, the effects of all six independent variables and the respective controls are examined in the following manner in models 7 and 8:
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(7, 8) $&(;,< => 1&?2) @ 3 A;,<
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Models 9 and 10 are otherwise similar to the prior model, except for the fact that instead
of firm fixed-effects, industry fixed-effects are employed to examine the differences on
the industry level and how that affects the results of the models.
Models 11 and 12 include all six examined independent variables, with the difference
being to previous models that age has now been divided into quantiles of the highest and
lowest 25% of values, in order to further investigate whether there are differences in regard to performance in old CEOs and young CEOs.
(11, 12) $&(;,< &$ 1&?2) @ 3 A;,<
= ,- + ,B (C#(ℎefℎ25%);,<DB + ,E (C#(g=h25%);,<DB
+ ,G C#)F#$;,<DB + ,K *#&#Y";,<DB + ,L *#&FZ(6;,<DB
+ ,N %30($#3&^)#F;,<DB + ,a 3(6($J;,<DB + ,b 3_J$(_3C;,<DB
SDB

+ ,c (33#13;,<DB + ,B- 6#M#$(C#;,<DB + ,BB $&F;,<DB + P QR 32*;R
RTB
E-BN
V

+ P UV J#($; + W;,<
VTE-B-

Again, in models 13 and 14, industry fixed-effects are used instead of firm fixed-effects
in regard to examining the differences in the high and low quantiles of CEO age.
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5. EMPIRICAL RESULTS
The following chapter examines the results of the study. Firstly, the correlation matrix is
presented and thereafter the focus is put on examining the actual results. Before the regression results are presented, univariate tests are introduced to further understand if there
are differences between mean values of certain groups within the sample.
5.1. Correlation matrix
As can be seen from the correlation matrix in table 5 below, the individual variables tend
not to be highly correlated with one another, which means that strong multicollinearity
should not be a problem, as was proven with the variance inflation factor results earlier
in the chapter. Of course, a few exceptions should be noted to be correlated with each
other rather significantly. Firstly, the dependent variables ROA and Tobin’s q have a positive correlation of 0,6553, which is logical and will not cause problems since the variables are used as dependent variables in different models. In addition, assets and market
value are highly correlated, hence only assets is used as a control variable in depicting
firm size. This is also in accordance with previous research from the field. In general,
different firm financial performance indicators seem to be more highly correlated with
one another than that of CEO characteristics, which is reasonable since often a change in
a financial indicator has an effect elsewhere as well. All in all, it can be said that the
correlations are not troubling, when examining them from the point of view of multicollinearity.
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Table 5. Correlation matrix.
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5.2. Univariate analysis
Before examining the actual regression results, we look at the univariate analysis performed. Many noticeable and interesting differences between groups within the sample
can be noticed in the univariate setting below in table 6. Firstly, the sample CEOs are split
into two groups based on gender: male and female. In addition to this split, CEOs are also
split according to their age where young CEOs are the lowest quartile (25%) of the sample
and the oldest are the highest quartile (25%) of the sample. The two different subsets are
examined in relation to the other variables of the study.
Overall, the univariate analysis shows that female-led companies within the sample are
significantly larger, measured by the total assets of the firm. Regarding firm financial
performance measures, companies led by female CEOs have a higher ROA and Tobin’s
q within the sample period and its companies, although the differences between the means
are not statistically significant. Leverage also tends to be higher within companies with a
female CEO, with the difference between means also being statistically significant. On
the other hand, firms with male CEOs have over 1% higher sales growth rates and they
also invest more on research & development, as indicated by the table below. Male CEOs
also tend to be slightly older and more experienced than their female counterparts.
CEO/Chairman duality is found to be more persistent within female-led companies. Base
salaries are slightly higher for female CEOs, whereas the ownership of company stock is
around 1% higher on average for male CEOs than female CEOs. Regarding the differences between these two groups, we must acknowledge the fact that, as mentioned earlier,
female CEOs only account for roughly around 4% of the sample CEOs, which means that
large generalizations cannot be made based on the sample alone.
In addition to dividing the CEOs by gender, the sample is also divided into the lowest and
highest 25% of values based on age to examine the differences between these two individual groups of young and old CEOs. Regarding the firm performance measure ROA,
there is no major difference between the two groups. When looking at Tobin’s q, on the
other hand, we notice a significant difference where companies led by younger CEOs
exhibit higher firm valuation. Also, sales growth rates seem to be higher for companies
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with younger CEOs, whereas companies with older CEOs tend to be more heavily leveraged and larger when measuring size with total assets of the firm. Young CEOs also seem
to be more heavily invested into R&D, since the difference is statistically significant and
nearly 2,5% larger for young CEOs. An interesting dynamic between a change in culture
can be found when examining the CEO/Chairman duality between the two groups of
young and old CEOs. It is over 30% more prominent that the CEO and Chairman of the
board are the same person in companies led by old CEOs. Naturally, older CEOs are far
more experienced on average and also earn more as their base salary is around $250000
more than their younger counterparts. They also own a larger portion of the outstanding
shares of the company on average.
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Table 6. Univariate analysis within the sample.
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5.3. CEO characteristics and firm performance
This chapter and the following subchapters focus on the actual regression results of the
study in relation to each individual characteristic variable. The main results are reported
in tables 7 and 8.
5.3.1. CEO age
By examining the results from the models with the firm profitability measure ROA as the
dependent variable, we notice that in the model specifications used in the study, there
seems to be no significant relationship between CEO age and ROA. Regarding the results
in relation to the firm value measure Tobin’s q, mixed results are reported. Whereas age
seems to have a statistically significant positive effect on the valuation of the firm when
only examining the set of two demographic variables in connection to the control variables, a negative and highly statistically significant effect of CEO age on Tobin’s q is
reported in model 10 where industry fixed-effects are utilized instead of firm fixed-effects. The results mean that when controlling for industry, a significant difference can be
noted in the relationship between the variables.
In addition to the main regressions, tables 9 and 10 report the results for models 11-14, in
which the CEO age variable is split into high and low quartiles in order to examine the
impact on the extreme ends of the sample. Interestingly, the lowest quartile signifying the
25% youngest CEOs exhibit a much more pronounced and significantly negative effect
on both firm performance measures ROA and Tobin’s q. Meaning that the youngest CEOs
are associated with significantly lower firm performance, in comparison to older ones.
This finding is interesting, since it seems to possibly have some relation to the experience
the respective CEOs have serving in their current position as the top executive of the
company, as will be indicated later on when going over the results based on the CEO
experience variable.
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Regarding the specific hypothesis related to CEO age, we cannot confirm the hypothesis
that an increase in the age of the CEO results in a decrease in firm financial performance
measured by ROA or Tobin’s q since the results are rather mixed.
5.3.2. CEO gender
As both tables 7 and 8 depict, the gender dummy is found to be statistically significant
and negative in all of the models where it is employed in regard to ROA. In the models
with Tobin’s q as the dependent variable, the gender dummy is still negative but significantly so only in model 10. The results indicate that companies that have women as CEOs
tend to perform better than companies with male CEOs. Since female CEOs only account
for around 4% of all the CEOs within the sample of the study, large generalizations cannot
be made but still previous research done, such as Peni (2014), find similar results. The
fundamental reasons behind female CEOs outperforming their male counterparts can be
difficult to establish but Eagly & Carli (2003) explain it through women having to prove
more and exhibit more talent throughout their careers to achieve high positions in a company since there still exists prejudice towards female CEOs. Based on the previously
mentioned, those women who do become CEOs are more talented and have a larger skillset to drive firm performance in a prosperous direction.
Contrary to the first hypothesis of the study, the second one of female CEOs having a
positive effect on firm performance is accepted. Results regarding this hypothesis are also
rather robust, since a large majority of the models where CEO gender is employed yields
a significant and negative outcome.
5.3.3. CEO experience
Continuing the analysis on the educational and career related characteristics, we note that
experience, measured by how long the CEO has held that position in the company, is
positively related to firm performance measured by both ROA and Tobin’s q. For the
models with ROA as the dependent variable, CEO experience is only statistically significant in model 9 with industry fixed-effects in addition to period fixed-effects, whereas
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for the models in regard to Tobin’s q, CEO experience is statistically significant in all
models where the respective variable is employed. The results are similar to that of Peni
(2014) and are explained through the fact that as CEOs gain more experience from the
firm they are leading and managing, they also achieve a substantial amount of firm-specific knowledge which can be utilized in order to improve firm financial performance. As
mentioned earlier, results regarding CEO age were rather mixed, which tells us that the
financial performance of the firm does not necessarily improve with more general life
experience the CEO has, the question is more about how experienced the CEO is in the
current position in the current company. The results are also backed by research done by
Li & Patel (forthcoming) where they find that, in regard to generalist CEOs, a longer CEO
tenure is associated with less of a negative effect on firm performance than if the CEO
has recently started in the position.
In relation to the third hypothesis of CEO experience affecting firm financial performance
positively, we can clearly accept the initial hypothesis as it is shown that the amount of
time the CEO has held the position in the company seems to influence financial performance in a positive manner.
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Table 7. Regression results for models with ROA as the dependent variable.
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Table 8. Regression results for models with Tobin's q as the dependent variable.

55

Table 9. Regression results with ROA as the dependent variable and where AGE is divided into high/low quartiles.
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Table 10. Regression results with Tobin's q as the dependent variable and where AGE is divided into high/low quartiles.
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5.3.4. CEO/Chairman duality
As can be seen from tables 7 and 8, the presence of CEO/Chairman duality affects firm
performance positively. In the regressions where the dependent variable is the firm profitability measure ROA, all models that employ the duality variable are statistically significant. For the Tobin’s q regressions, only the last model with period -and industry fixedeffects shows statistical significance within the conventional thresholds. The results being
in line with previous research, such as Yang & Zhao (2014) and Peni (2014), the reason
for the positive effect of CEO/Chairman duality in the majority of the models examined
can be explained by the fact that when a CEO is also the Chairman of the board, it offers
a unique opportunity to develop the firm in a positive, value and profitability enhancing
way. The results also give more evidence to the fact that when the question is about multiple inside directorships within the same company, there seems to be a positive association with firm financial performance. As opposed to holding multiple outside directorships, which is documented to lead to worse firm performance resulting from the fact that
the executives are too busy and do not have enough time to delve into the issues at hand
in the respective companies properly (Ahn et al. 2010).
Noticeable from the regressions in tables 7 and 8 is also the fact that CEO/Chairman
duality seems to have a more profound impact on Tobin’s q, since the coefficient is significantly larger in comparison to the coefficient in the regressions where ROA is the
dependent variable. The reason for this might be the fact that CEO/Chairman duality can
rather be seen more of as a value enhancing driver, than a profitability increasing measure.
Regarding the characteristic of CEO/Chairman duality, the fourth hypothesis can also be
accepted, especially in regard to the firm profitability measure ROA, since all main models from table 7 confirm the initial hypothesis of CEO/Chairman duality influencing firm
financial performance in a positive way.
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5.3.5. CEO firm ownership
The results regarding CEO ownership in the firm are mixed. In relation to ROA, ownership has a statistically significant negative relationship in two of the three models examined, meaning that a higher level of CEO firm ownership of the outstanding shares in the
company is associated with lower profitability measured by ROA. On the other hand, the
regressions with Tobin’s q as the dependent variable show a positive association between
the variables in the model where industry fixed-effects are utilized instead of cross-sectional firm fixed-effects. The other two models yield statistically insignificant results in
connection with CEO firm ownership. As Tong (2008) argues, a deviation from the optimal CEO firm ownership level can be associated with lower firm performance, whether
the deviation is on either side of the optimal level. Analysis similar to that of Griffith
(1999), where he examines different threshold levels (0, 15%, 15-50%) of CEO ownership in a firm and how that affects firm performance is not reasonable to conduct in this
study since there are only very few CEOs in the sample who own more than 15% of the
outstanding shares of the company.
The fifth hypothesis of the thesis states that CEO firm ownership is expected to have a
positive effect on the financial performance of the firm. This can be attributed to the fact
that a CEO owning a portion of the company is motivated to increase the financial performance of the firm since that also results in stock market gains for the CEO him-/herself. Regardless of the previously mentioned and based on the results, the hypothesis cannot be accepted since the majority of the models employed show a negative effect on firm
performance.
5.3.6. CEO salary
Although CEO compensation, measured as the base salary, seems to have some statistically significant effect on firm performance proxied both by ROA and Tobin’s q, the
magnitude of the effect is small, indicating that the compensation received by the CEOs
of the sample does not seem to have an economically significant effect on firm performance measured either by ROA or Tobin’s q.
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The final hypothesis of the paper stating that the salary of the CEO is expected not to
yield significant results in relation to the two firm performance measures, ROA and Tobin’s q, cannot be fully accepted. The majority of the models show statistically significant
results, although the coefficients of the variable are very small, to the extent that the results do not have much economic significance.
5.4. Tests for robustness
As mentioned earlier, financial firms operating with SIC codes 6000-6999 are excluded
already from the original sample. As an additional robustness test, and similar to Peni
(2014), utilities (SIC codes 4000-4999) are also excluded since it has been shown that
they are subject to unique regulation which could drive the results. The results are shown
for the same main regression models in tables 11 and 12 below. As can be seen from the
tables, there are no significant differences between the models employing utilities firms
and the ones excluding them, indicating that utilities firms are not driving the results of
the study.
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Table 11. Robustness test for ROA regressions, where also utilities (SIC codes 4000-4999) are excluded.
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Table 12. Robustness test for Tobin’s q regressions, where also utilities (SIC codes 4000-4999) are excluded.

As a second robustness test, industry-adjusted ROA and Tobin’s q measures are also used
as the dependent variable instead of the regular ROA and Tobin’s q in tables 13 and 14
below. The reasoning behind using industry-adjusted measures of financial performance
as a robustness test is that results could be driven by a certain industry bias, which should
be accounted for. In addition, previous research has shown that there exists significant
variation in the mentioned measures in respect to different industries (Lindenberg & Ross
(1981) and Dybvig & Warachka (2015)). Following Chidambaran, Palia & Zheng (2007),
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the industry-adjusted figures are calculated by first taking the average ROA and Tobin’s
q for each of the SIC-industries for each year used in the study and then subtracting that
from the firm’s actual ROA or Tobin’s q. A closer examination of the results regarding
the ROA regressions below indicate that the majority of the results adhere to the original
regression results, although some deviations can be noted. For instance, the gender and
duality characteristic lose statistical significance in some of the models, but the signs of
the coefficients stay the same.
Table 13. Robustness test for industry-adjusted ROA regressions.
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Regarding the regressions in table 14 below where the industry-adjusted Tobin’s q acts
as the dependent variable, the only noticeable difference in comparison to the original
regression results is that of CEO age losing its statistical significance in the second model.
All other results follow in the lines of the results achieved earlier.
Table 14. Robustness test for industry-adjusted Tobin’s Q regressions.

Overall, the use of industry-adjusted ROA and Tobin’s q measures as an additional robustness test show that the results are rather robust in regard to the differences in the two
financial performance indicators across industries. Regardless of the previously
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mentioned, the results of the robustness test still indicate that there is some industry-bias
associated with the characteristics under evaluation in the study.
5.5. Endogeneity and the results
The results of corporate governance related studies, such as this one, are often subject to
endogeneity. As discussed earlier in the literature review section of the paper, multiple
studies have examined the issue and made the argument that without proper econometric
methods, the relationship and causation between the characteristic variables and the firm
financial performance measures cannot be adequately measured (Wintoki et al. 2012)
(Schultz et al. 2010).
The instrumental variable (IV) approach is a method most commonly used to alleviate
endogeneity concerns in academic research. As Wooldridge (2013) explains, the method
is usable through the two-stage least squares estimation, when there is an endogenous
independent variable in the regression. In the context of this paper, an instrumental variable would be a variable that is related to a CEO characteristic variable but not the firm
financial performance measures acting as the dependent variables. For instance, the consumer price index in the year the CEO was born could act as an instrumental variable for
CEO age, as used by Peltomäki et al. (forthcoming).
Although being one of the most commonly used practices to alleviate endogeneity, the
method described above has its problems. Firstly, it is highly demanding to find variables
that can act as instruments in the equation, especially in a study like the author’s where
there are several independent variables examined simultaneously. Secondly, even though
one would find the perfect instrumental variable, the question of where to find the data
remains. Additionally, there also exists the issue of employing weak instruments. As
Larcker & Rusticus (2010) argue, weak instruments can lead to exceedingly biased estimates and incorrect results. They even suggest that the results obtained by models using
weak instruments are more likely to be severely biased than ones that do not correct for
endogeneity at all. The study also finds that researchers dealing with the issue of endogeneity generally do not give enough reasoning behind their choice of an instrumental
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variable and why that variable is presumed to be exogenous. In fact, Larcker & Rusticus
(2010) found that almost 80% of the scientific papers they looked at give no explanation
for the instrumental variable chosen.
Weak instruments also cause problems in deciding between fixed or random effects to be
utilized in the models. Hahn, Ham & Moon (2011) provide proof on the fact that the
Hausman test, which is known for being used as the decider between the different effects
mentioned, is not a viable option when the used instruments are weak. Even though the
authors provide a modified version of the Hausman test for weaker instruments, they conclude by stating that the modified version is not entirely consistent since full consistency
can never be achieved with a weak set of instruments.
Coles, Lemmon & Meschke (2012) examine the issue of endogeneity in corporate finance
by looking at the relationship between the financial performance of a corporation and
managerial ownership. Although using a structural model in their study and controlling
for endogeneity through the use of different instrumental and proxy variables, as well as
fixed effects estimations, the authors conclude that the methods used typically do not help
in alleviating the endogeneity concern significantly.
As we can see from the previous research, endogeneity causes severe limitations to corporate governance related studies, such as the thesis in question. Based on the reasons
given above, meaningful and reasonable econometric testing of endogeneity could not be
conducted in this thesis. The issues regarding data availability, strength of the instruments, and insufficient econometric methods are too persistent and thus the empirical
results should be considered preliminary.
5.6. Conclusions and summary of empirical results
Firstly, and based on the empirical results achieved, the null hypothesis of CEO characteristics having no effect on a firm’s financial performance measured by ROA and Tobin’s q can be rejected. The achieved results are shortly depicted once again in the following table below.

66

Table 15. Summary of results.

Although some variables yield inconclusive or insignificant results, there are still multiple
variables that are of interest as they are proven to show a significant association with the
study’s dependent variables ROA and Tobin’s q. Regarding the demographic variables,
female CEOs are shown to be positively affecting firm financial performance measured
both by ROA and Tobin’s q. From the educational/career related characteristics, both
experience and CEO/Chairman duality are shown to have a positive relationship with firm
financial performance. Lastly, the monetary measures of firm ownership and salary give
mostly inconclusive results.
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5.7. Limitations and suggestions for further research
As most studies, also this one has limitations that should be considered when evaluating
the results. In addition to the limitations regarding endogeneity discussed earlier, the following aspects should also be considered, upon evaluating the empirical results of the
study.
First of all, regarding the sample, it has to be noted that it consists of only companies from
the S&P500 so for smaller companies, the results might differ substantially. Additionally,
all examined companies are from the US, leaving the effect these characteristics have on
companies from elsewhere undetermined. Although the study includes six individual
characteristic variables, there can still exist other variables that affect the financial performance of firms as well. The small number of female CEOs also poses a problem in
respect to the generalization of the results, since when the sample only includes 4% of
them in total, large generalizations cannot be made because the results could be driven by
this unique sample.
In respect to further research, it would be beneficial to try and overcome the obstacle of
endogeneity in a way that would suit the scientific community as a whole. Currently, there
are large deviations in results achieved by the academic community, depending on
whether endogeneity is controlled for or not. Also, since the study examines the effects
on rather large companies, an area of interest could be to see if the results hold with
smaller companies as well. Given that data would be available, a longer study period
could be another way of continuing the study to see whether there are differences in respect to time. For instance, recession periods could be examined in depth, followed by an
examination of whether certain characteristics prevail in economic downturns in comparison to other. Finally, the study at hand has shown that limitations arise when examining
several characteristic variables at once. Future studies should focus on a maximum of few
characteristic variables at a time, as has been done in the majority of cases in academic
literature, since the issues related to similar studies are much simpler to overcome with a
more detailed characteristic approach.
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6. CONCLUSION
The purpose of the thesis was to provide evidence on the issue of different CEO characteristics affecting a firm’s financial performance measured by ROA and Tobin’s q. The
employed characteristics of the study include demographic variables of age and gender,
educational/career related variables of experience and CEO/Chairman duality, and finally
monetary measures of firm ownership and salary. The study includes seven years of data,
starting from 2010 and ending in 2016. From a sample of nearly 300 unique S&P 500
companies and over 480 individual CEOs spanning a period of seven years, results indicate that some CEO characteristics do in fact have an effect on the financial performance
of firms.
Previous literature shows that the results of similar studies can sometimes come to a different conclusion, indicating that there is some ambiguity in the field. Therefore, it is
important to provide more empirical evidence to narrow the gap between the results of
different studies. Regardless of the ambiguous results at times, it can still be said that the
results of the study in question are generally in line with previous research done in the
field.
Regarding the six different CEO characteristic measures, the thesis found multiple significant relationships between many of the characteristics under examination and firm
financial performance. Female CEOs are shown to increase firm financial performance
in comparison to their male counterparts, proxied by both ROA and Tobin’s q. The finding is consistent with previous studies and shows that, although only a small portion of
S&P 500 companies’ CEOs are women, female CEOs can be considered highly skilled
because of the prejudice they have had to overcome to become a top leading executive in
the first place, for instance. The experience of the CEO, measured as the amount of time
the individual has served in that position in the company, is also found to affect firm
performance positively. The result indicates that during their tenure, CEOs gather an extensive amount of firm-specific knowledge and skills that help them improve the financial
performance of the firm and make better decisions. This result also shows that it is not
necessarily the life experience, measured as age, that helps in improving firm financial
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performance, but rather the experience gained from the CEO position itself. CEO/Chairman duality is another characteristic that is shown to be positively associated with firm
performance, possibly insinuating that powerful CEOs have an advantage in that they can
make decisions in a rapid manner and thus have an immediate response to different issues.
The troubling aspect with studies similar to this one is that of endogeneity. Especially the
question of reverse causality is something one has to consider when examining the results
of the study. Without the use of proper econometric tools and instruments, it can be difficult to determine the correct outcome of the models. As discussed earlier in the paper
regarding the limitations on testing endogeneity, the tests themselves might not be of large
value because of the weak fundamentals behind them. The issues related to data availability, strength of the instruments, and insufficient econometric methods are something
also this study faced. Due to these issues, specific tests for endogeneity were not performed in the study. As Larcker & Rusticus (2010) also state, not controlling for endogeneity most likely gives a more accurate and less biased outcome than controlling for it by
using weak instruments and methods.
Ultimately, understanding the effect different CEO characteristics have on firm financial
performance is highly relevant information, especially for people who are in charge of
hiring decisions inside a company, for instance. Through building on the existing literature, the thesis has successfully managed to find more common ground in relation to the
results and provide insights on the dominant issues related to corporate governance studies.
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