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Abstract 
The number of multinational corporations (MNCs) has increased tremendously since the 1990s, 

as companies have started to act in a more global environment. This has resulted in more 

integration between economies, where companies have to adjust to this changing environment. In 

this paper, we study the impact of internationalization on nationality diversity in boards of 

Swedish MNCs during the period 1994-2012. Our propositions suggest that board size, a 

company’s degree of internationalization and country of origin are contributing factors that affect 

how a board is composed. Our findings concluded that companies with a high degree of 

internationalization often are more nationality diverse and that Swedish companies have 

gradually increased the number of non-Swedes in their boards over time. 

 

 
Keywords:  Swedish Multinational Corporations, nationality diversity, board composition, 
board size, degree of internationalization.   
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1. Introduction 
Since the 1990s, the world has experienced a more united and integrated economy, which was 

facilitated through the creation of different trade agreements such as the European Union (EU). 

This integration has allowed companies to compete on a more international level as the flow of 

labor, capital, goods, and services across national borders has become less restricted 

(Krivogorsky, 2006). Companies have become more global, and thus the number of 

multinational corporations (MNCs) has increased (Sambharya, 1996). There were subsequently 

not many companies that were uninfluenced by the complex environment that the global 

economy experienced (Braunerhjelm et al, 1996). As a result of companies being more 

international, one issue arose concerning how MNCs should fill their executive positions, where 

a choice had to be made between either recruit solely from their country of origin or extend their 

recruitment to other nationalities (van Veen et al., 2012).  

 

Companies that strive to become more international and successful in the global market are 

seemingly required not only to diversify their executives, but also their board of directors (van 

Veen et al., 2012). Board members’ role in an international corporation is to provide expertise, 

experience, and variety to a company, which provides the organization with several perspectives 

on for instance strategic decision-making (Markarian and Parbonetti, 2007). Diversity in this 

sense can be described as the differences between people in work groups regarding attributes 

such as gender, nationality, age, and functional and educational background (Milliken and 

Martins, 1996). However, the focus in this paper lies in nationality diversity. 

 

The extent of nationality diversity at a higher corporate level has been a slow process that started 

late, after the Second World War, where the considered candidates for these positions were to 

begin with mostly from the corporation’s country of origin (van Veen and Marsman, 2008). This 

has affected the level of nationality diversity, where for instance companies with only one 

country of origin might have less diversity in their boards than merged companies that have two 

countries of origin (van Veen et al., 2012). As an effect of the increasingly global economy, 

changes in recruitment processes have been observed where the number of board members 

originating from foreign countries has increased (Staples, 2007; van Veen and Marsman, 2008). 

Diversified nationalities in boards are argued by many to have positive effects on ideas, 
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approaches, and knowledge within the corporation (Harrison and Klein, 2007; Williams and 

O’Reilly, 1998). However, the MNCs still need to take into accounts the problems and 

complexity that might occur when adopting a diversified board (Milliken and Martins, 1996; van 

Veen et al., 2012). Companies might try to decrease the possible problems that may appear when 

recruiting globally through recruiting international candidates from countries that are similar to 

their own, and thus emphasizing the company’s country of origin (van Veen et al., 2012). 

Evidently, possessing a board with international experience in terms of the ability to deal with 

uncertainty, cultural knowledge, and ability to develop an international network, is argued to be 

crucial in order to be successful globally (Norburn, 1989; Sambharya, 1996). 

 

The trend in internationalization has also affected Swedish corporations, where many have 

decided to enter an international market in order to become more competitive. As a consequence 

there has been an increasing number of large Swedish MNCs (Braunerhjelm et al., 1996). One 

main factor contributing to how Sweden historically has been able to develop its international 

position is the country’s effective utilization of plentiful natural resources (Hickson and Pugh, 

1995 in Heijltjes et al., 2003). Another factor is the fact that Swedish companies have a small 

domestic market, which has driven companies to expand to other markets (Heijltjes et al., 2003). 

Sweden is nowadays dependent on export and import since as much as two-thirds of the gross 

national product derives from trade where the Swedish multinational corporations stand for a 

majority of the exports (National Board of Trade, 2008). The country has thus an international 

orientation that is emphasized by the existence of renowned multinationals (Heijltjes et al., 2003). 

In addition, since Sweden joined the European Union in 1995, it was further facilitated for 

Swedish companies to trade and integrate with other nations in the EU (Government Offices of 

Sweden, 2004). As companies, such as Swedish MNCs, progressively act in foreign 

environments and are exposed to international competition, there arise challenges with both 

external complexity such as cultural differences and environmental changes, and internal 

complexity such as composition of the board and managing the workforce. The presence of these 

external and internal complexities forces corporations to change in order to adapt to all the 

changes in the international environments (Markarian and Parbonetti, 2007). The adaptations to 

these changes could possibly be carried out by recruiting a board with various nationalities and 

international experience. This is demonstrated in the Swedish multinational company SKF, 
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where its first non-Swedish CEO who also is a member on the board, Tom Johnstone, was 

appointed “the leader of the year (2013)”. He was awarded this title for his ability to lead the 

company to a world leading position. This is a recent example of a Swedish MNC that is 

becoming more nationality diverse in its top management and board, which also has resulted in 

positive outcomes. It is further suggested that directors within Swedish boards are becoming 

more nationality diverse, and will continue in that direction in the future (Wahlin, 2013). 

Conversely, it was earlier concluded by Heijltjes et al. (2003) that the proportion of foreigners in 

Swedish boards was limited in 1999. Their results showed that only 10 out of 35 boards had 

foreigners, mounting to only 10.1 percent foreigners in total. Evidently, could the SKF-example 

from 2013 be an indication of a changing composition of Swedish board of directors, or is it just 

an exception? 

 

1.2 Purpose and research objectives 
The aim of this paper is to determine whether any changes have occurred regarding nationality 

diversity within boards of Swedish multinational corporations between the years 1994 and 2012. 

We attempt to establish which nationalities have been, and are represented in Swedish boards to 

identify whether an increase of nationality diversity has occurred gradually over time. We also 

endeavor to determine if nationality diversity in boards and its size are correlated with the MNCs’ 

degree of internationalization in Swedish MNCs. Our thesis will therefore through analysis of 

data from annual reports, and with support from literature on diversity, internationalization, and 

board compositions, provide insights on nationality diversity and size of Swedish boards.  

 

Our academic contribution is to exceed previous studies (Heijltjes et al. 2003; van Veen et al. 

2012) with a systematic research that through extending the observation years allows to show 

developments over time, and also attempts to link board composition in terms of nationality 

diversity and size with internationalization. In addition, by focusing the research on one country, 

we are able to draw country-related conclusions when explaining our results. Thus, by extending 

previous research, our contributions will be able to provide a foundation and suggestions for 

future research in the field of international business. The managerial implications are to provide 

businesses, policymakers, and society, with evidence on how internationalization has affected 

board composition in Swedish MNCs. 
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2. Theoretical framework and propositions 
This section aims to illustrate how different strands of literature contribute to an understanding 

on nationality diversity in boards. As board composition in Swedish MNCs has not been 

extensively researched previously, we examine different theoretical aspects in order to develop 

propositions containing variables that we believe affect how a board is compiled. 

2.1 Board of directors  
The board of directors is often seen as the formal connection between the shareholders and the 

managers who are entrusted with the daily functioning of the company (Monks and Minow, 1995, 

in Rivas 2012). The directors’ most important tasks are control and service, where control refers 

to monitoring management for the shareholders whereas service refers to providing support for 

the CEO’s decision making (Monks and Minow, 1995, in Rivas 2012). The key functions of 

board members are related to the organization’s performance, where the board is seen as the 

most influential actor (Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1996, in Erhardt et al., 2003). The board can 

also consist of independent members, “outsiders”, who are primarily associated with another 

organization, and thus work for the board part time with limited exposure to the company’s 

affairs. In general, board members consist in average of thirteen members who meet for board 

and committee meetings a couple of times a year (Monks and Minow, 1995, in Rivas 2012; 

Bermig and Frick 2010).  

 

Furthermore, the size of organizational groups appears to have an important impact on decision-

making as well. Larger groups tend to make it more difficult to agree, where decisions in larger 

groups often require more compromises than smaller groups, hence making decisions less 

extreme than those taken by smaller groups (Kogan and Wallach 1966). One organizational 

group is the board of directors, where studies have suggested that smaller boards can be more 

effective in monitoring functions, thus resulting in a higher company performance due to the 

lower coordination costs (Bermig and Frick, 2010). Nevertheless, researchers have begun to 

question this view (Dalton et al., 1999; Coles et al., 2008) and argue that a larger board is needed 

in a company that require more advice and thus may improve the performance, especially for 

companies that are complex and present in numerous segments. These studies refer segments as 

different business segments, however in the context of our study we refer segments to different 

countries and regions. 
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We therefore suggest that the size of Swedish boards could be linked with how many countries 

that the MNC operates in, i.e. the MNCs’ degree of internationalization. We argue that 

companies that are active in more countries are likely to have a larger number of board members 

as opposed to companies that are less internationalized. This logic is encapsulated in the 

following proposition:  

 

Proposition 1: The more internationalized the company is, in terms of having operations abroad, 

the larger the number of its board members. 

2.2 Diversity in boards and MNCs’ degree of internationalization 
Since the term ‘Multinational Corporations’ (MNCs) has been widely used and addressed by 

many international business scholars, commentators, and also in this study, it can be described in 

many different ways where it does not yet exist a universal definition. Aggarwal et al. (2010) 

examined different approaches to companies’ multinationality where they defined MNCs as 

“successful firms that have grown over many years into large corporations that are international 

in their operations, vision and strategies” (Aggarwal et al., 2010, p.557).  

 

The extent an MNC is dependent on foreign markets, geographical dispersion, and the capacity 

of creating value is reflected on its degree of internationalization (Sullivan 1994). Along with the 

dependence that companies have on its international operations there is a complexity that arises 

with managing on an international level (Sanders and Carpenter, 1998). According to 

Shambharya et al. (1998), MNCs that strive to become internationalized are required to 

internationalize their boards as well in order to succeed in the global market. Earlier studies 

suggest that diversity increases the degree of creativity, quality of decision-making, and 

innovation. These characteristics are further argued by Erhardt et al. (2003) to be necessary at 

board level. Since there are many perspectives and definitions on diversity we refer to it as “any 

attribute that another person may use to detect individual differences” (Williams and O’Reilly, 

1998, in Rivas, 2010, p.1), where our study is further focused on diversity in terms of nationality. 

With a diversified board may both advantages as well disadvantages appear. It is suggested that 

diverse organizational groups are more likely to hold more task relevant knowledge and skills, 

which can enhance groups’ ability to produce more innovative and creative results (Walsh, 1995). 
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The disadvantages with a more diversified group could be problems with integration between 

group members, and a rise in dissatisfaction and turnover (Milliken and Martins, 1996).  

 

The understanding on how diversity in the composition of organizational groups affects a 

company’s outcome is increasing as companies are increasingly operating in a multinational and 

multicultural context in the global economy (Milliken and Martins, 1996). As a result, the 

frequency in which employees interact with people from different parts of the world has also 

increased where aspects such as creativity, satisfaction, and turnover are affected (Milliken and 

Martins, 1996). It is further argued by Rivas (2012) that there has been an enhancement and 

facilitation of diversity at for instance board level. Hence, learning how to manage more 

heterogeneous groups is becoming more crucial (Milliken and Martins, 1996).  

 

While companies are entering new and changing environments they subsequently become 

dependent on the scarce resources, such as materials, services, capital and labor, that arise from 

their environments, which also affect their behaviors. This is reflected in the resource-

dependence theory where organizations need to take into account the external influences they 

experience in relation to the organization. Recent resource-dependence scholars argue that 

organizations will try to diminish this dependence on others that possess the scarce resources 

(Davis and Cobb, 2010).  

 

Furthermore, there have been observations from research of how the recruitment of board of 

directors has become more internationalized over time, where the nationalities of the board 

members do not have to cohere with the company’s country of origin (Staples, 2007; van Veen 

and Marsman, 2008; van Veen et al., 2012). It is consequently important for corporations to put 

emphasis on matching the increasing global and complex environment with the right level of 

board capital. We therefore expect that the degree of internationalization, i.e. operating in a 

certain amount of international regions, affects the diversification of nationalities within boards. 

This is summarized in the following proposition: 

 

Proposition 2: The more internationalized a company is, thus having operations abroad, the 

greater the diversity in the nationalities of the board of directors. 
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2.3 Geographic distance and country of origin as explanatory factors 
The reasons why and how companies choose to establish abroad can be derived from, as Buckley 

and Brooke (1992, in Heijltjes et al., 2003) proposed, the company’s country of origin. For 

instance, research show that the number of MNCs is significantly higher in countries with small 

domestic markets, such as Sweden and Netherlands. Since companies from such countries are 

internationalized rather early, one might anticipate that they would have a strong international 

mind-set and thus without parochialism (Heijltjes et al., 2003). 

 

Even though research has proved that successful MNCs are nationality diverse, it is still brought 

with uncertainty and risk. The corporations have to face foreign cultures, new competition, and a 

complex environment (Shambharya, 1996). However, these risks might be mitigated by 

internationalizing according to the Uppsala model (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977). This 

internationalization theory explains the strategies that a company chooses to adopt when entering 

foreign environments. The model illustrates how companies internationalize step-by-step, where 

they first obtain experience in countries that have a short geographic distance to their home 

country before entering more geographically far-distanced countries (Johanson and Vahlne, 

1977). This can result in the existence of a higher probability that international candidates 

originate at first from countries that are geographically closer to themselves rather than from 

countries where the MNC rarely or does not act in at all (van Veen et al., 2012). 

 

Considering that there are many views on companies’ strategies, diversification, and 

environments, we first argue that the foreigners on the boards of Swedish MNCs from the earlier 

years (1994) originate from countries that are geographically close to Sweden, such as the 

Nordic countries (Norway, Denmark, Finland and Iceland). In addition, as the MNCs gain 

experience and establish themselves in more countries over time, the foreigners on boards may 

derive from countries further away (geographically) from Sweden, thus leading to less Nordic 

members. Evidently, in response to the changing environments, in terms of entering more 

international markets, it is possible that they have gradually over time acquired more 

international board members resulting in a larger proportion of foreigners with different 

nationalities in their boards. These rationales are summarized in the following propositions: 
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Proposition 3a: The number of foreigners and nationalities within Swedish boards has increased 

gradually over time.  

 

Proposition 3b: The foreign board members originate in the earlier years (1994) from countries 

that are close to the company’s country of origin (Sweden), and have decreased over time. 

2.4 Concluding remarks  
The theoretical framework developed in this thesis suggests three variables summarized as 

propositions in order to explain how the board composition and size is selected. A company’s 

degree of internationalization, its country of origin, and board members’ nationalities, 

consequently constitute variables that affect how boards are composed. Previous research argues 

that considering the MNCs’ increasing international orientation, an adjustment to a change in the 

nationalities of the board members is also required in order to adapt to the new complex 

environment. Nationality diversity has also been argued to have a positive effect on creativity 

and decision making which should suggestively create incentives for companies to change their 

boards as well. Thus, this thesis builds upon a belief that a multinational company should 

therefore suggestively have a multinational board.  
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3. Data and methods 
In the following, we address data and methods that are used to examine board composition and 

size. By covering important variables and concepts, we aim to gain a more comprehensive 

picture of what affects the composition of boards in Swedish MNCs. Furthermore, we 

operationalize and define the concepts of the variables that are used in this study, while 

discussing some of the limitations. 

3.1 Type of study 
A quantitative study was conducted in this research in which quantifiable and empirical data was 

collected systematically in order to summarize and examine the results in statistical forms with 

regards to our propositions. The method is consequently determined by the research questions, 

where pre-determined propositions are tested in order to provide generalizable results (cf. 

Marshall, 1996). Since the examined variables are of numerical nature, a quantitative approach 

was the most suitable method as one can use statistical tools to provide knowledge about a 

certain population (cf. Körner and Wahlgren, 2002, p.19), where the choice of population should 

be defined so that the purpose of the study is fulfilled (Körner and Wahlgren, 2002, p. 19). To 

examine nationality diversity within this study, data regarding regions1 in which the companies 

operate in, and the nationalities of the board of directors of thirty-one Swedish MNCs including 

their board size, was collected from annual reports of the years 1994, 2000, 2006, and 2012.  

3.2 Selection 
The selection of the population was made based on pre-determined criteria (Marshall, 1996). 

Thirty-one companies were selected from two of Stockholm stock exchange’s (owned by 

NASDAQ OMX group) lists – Large Cap and Mid Cap. This is where many Swedish 

corporations with long history are listed (Rehnberg, 2012). These thirty-one companies are all 

companies that fulfilled our criteria, hence representing a population, and not a sample in this 

research although the studied population is very small. One of the criteria was that the company 

had to be listed on the stock exchange at the latest in 1994. These companies are also obliged to 

publicly publish their company data in annual reports (van Veen and Marsman, 2008). The 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1 Regions: Africa, Asia, Oceania, Europe, Middle East, North America and Latin America. For further explanation: 
see p. 13. 
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availability of these reports was critical for this quantitative study since it was the main source of 

information for data collection. 

 

Another criterion was the company’s country of origin, where the selected companies had to 

have been originally Swedish owned or firstly established in Sweden. Considering that this study 

aimed to analyze what effects internationalization has had on nationality diversity within 

Swedish MNCs, the population’s original country of origin being Sweden was a prerequisite. 

Companies that are listed on the stock exchange market tend to normally represent larger 

companies where most act on an international level, which consequently had a higher possibility 

of fulfilling the international requirement as well. When defining a company's degree of 

internationalization, we attempt to identify in how many, and in what regions the company 

operated. Thus, in order to determine the degree of internationalization, data of the MNCs’ 

activity in regions was assembled from all annual reports of each studied year. The chosen 

companies were required, at the latest in the year 2012, to act in at least two different regions in 

order to facilitate the analysis regarding nationality diversity in relations to the companies’ 

degree of internationalization. The MNCs were therefore required to have been an actor in 

different markets, produced overseas or have subsidiaries located in at least two regions in 

order to have fulfilled the criterion regarding a company’s degree of internationalization. The 

variable region used in this study is distinguished between seven regions: Africa, Asia, Oceania, 

Europe, Middle East, North America and Latin America. This classification has been made after 

taking into consideration how the annual reports grouped their company activity outside Sweden. 

The Middle East region was in most cases considered as a region of its own, hence the separate 

classification away from activity in Asia. 

 

To further narrow the studied time span there was a selection of specific years. Annual reports 

from a six-year interval of the years 1994, 2000, 2006, and 2012, were therefore collected and 

analyzed. These years appeared suitable as the focus lied on the effects that globalization has had 

on the selected Swedish companies regarding their board of directors over a recent time span. 

The year 1994 seemed appropriate as a starting point since the integration across borders was 

increasing due to among others, the Atlantic economy convergence, and the sharply declining 

transportation costs (O’Rourke and Williamson, 1999). Evidently, the ending point of the year 
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2012 was appropriate since it was the latest annual report that was available for all of the studied 

MNCs. The companies that fulfilled all the criteria are summarized in table 1, comprising the 

studied population. 

 

1. ABB 
2. Addtech  
3. Assa Abloy 
4. Atlas Copco 
5. AstraZeneca 
6. Autoliv AB  
7. Beijer Alma  
8. Electrolux 
9. Elekta  
10. Ericsson 
11. Fenix Outdoor  
12. Getinge 
13. Gunnebo AB 
14. H&M 
15. Haldex  

16. Handelsbanken  
17. Kinnevik 
18. Lindab International 
19. Nolato 
20. SAAB 
21. Sandvik AB 
22. SCA 
23. SEB 
24. Securitas 
25. Skanska 
26. SKF 
27. SSAB 
28. Sweco  
29. Swedbank  
30. Volvo AB 
31. ÅF 

Table 1. Selection of the Swedish MNCs that fulfilled the requirements. 

3.3 Defining concepts and operationalization of variables  
In order to examine what effects internationalization has had on Swedish MNCs, especially on 

nationality diversity, definitions regarding concepts and operationalization of variables has been 

made concerning; degree of internationalization (concept), region (operationalization), country 

of origin (concept), board size (operationalization), board of directors (concept) and nationality 

(operationalization) to make these variables measurable and analyzable. 

 

In our research, the MNC variable has been measured as the number of regions that a company is 

active in, where a company’s activity is defined as the number of regions in which they either 

have production, sales, subsidiaries, R&D, on-going projects or contracts with re-sellers. The 

variable concerning MNCs is therefore interrelated with the variable that measures a company’s 

degree of internationalization, where the number of regions a company is active in over the 

studied time span is reflected on the company’s degree of internationalization. Companies that 

are active in several regions are consequently considered to have a larger degree of 

internationalization than companies that operate in for instance one region. The variable region 

used in this study is distinguished between seven regions: Africa, Asia, Oceania, Europe, Middle 

East, North America and Latin America. This classification has been made after taking into 
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consideration how the annual reports grouped their company activity outside of Sweden. The 

Middle East region was in most cases considered as a region of its own, hence the separate 

classification away from activity in Asia. 

 

The country of origin of a company is classified in this study as Sweden, where some companies 

might today have expanded to several countries of origin due to mergers and acquisitions. This 

variable is only used to strengthen and explain the choice of population, hence not a variable that 

is measured in this study. Board size is also a variable that is relevant to one of this study’s 

propositions. Board size is defined as the number of people in each company’s board, where 

deputies, labor union representatives, and board members chosen by the employees have also 

been included in our data. The board size is therefore measured as numbers. 

 

The board of directors is a group of individuals within the corporations that are elected by the 

shareholders. It is regarded as an economic institution that is theoretically assumed to help solve 

agency problems, as their task is to monitor the organization. Moreover, the nationality of a 

board member was retrieved from the company’s annual reports. When information about 

nationality was not available in the annual reports, reliable Internet sources such as the 

companies’ official websites, renowned newspapers, magazines, and databases (e.g. Forbes and 

Bloomberg) were used to supplement the lack of information. In these cases, the country of birth, 

citizenships, names, previous employments, degree schools, and interviews were examined as 

indicators of nationality in order to determine the appropriate nationality (cf. van Veen et al., 

2012). The variable nationality was therefore measured first by collecting the number of 

members that were from the countries that was considered to be their nationalities. This 

information was thereafter used to produce percentages, ratios and comparisons by grouping 

them as either foreigners or non-foreigners (Swedish nationalities) and also by grouping them 

accordingly to their country using stacked histograms to compare them.  

3.4 Data analysis 
All data was analyzed in order to determine if there was a link between the increase in 

internationalization and nationality diversity within the boards of Swedish MNCs. The statistical 

tool that was used to compare the companies was “one-way repeated measures ANOVA”. In this 

tool, “each subject is exposed to two or more different conditions, or measured on the same 
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continuous scale on three or more occasions” (Pallant, 2013, p.258). This tool contained two 

variables; one independent variable (categorical), which was the studied years, (1994, 2000, 

2006 and 2012) and one dependent variable (continuous), which was the ratio between number 

of foreigners in the boards divided by the total number of board members (cf. Pallant, 2013, 

p.258). This tool aimed to examine if there was any significant differences among the foreigners 

between the four years (cf. Pallant, 2013, p.258). We also used chi square tests in order to 

examine the likelihood of the two variables, the number of members and the degree of 

internationalization, were associated. The chi square test is grounded on the comparison of the 

numerical data that is summarized in a two-way contingency table with what could be 

anticipated if the two distributions were completely independent (Saunders et al., 2012, p.514). 

 

These approaches of testing the propositions were originally chosen with the assumption that 

there might be a significant difference in regards to nationality diversity within Swedish boards. 

However, throughout the process of this research, we recognized that there was very little 

variation of nationalities within boards over the studied period, leading to a small variation in the 

outcome regarding boards with foreign board members. As a consequence, t-tests and chi square 

tests were not suitable for data analysis. Therefore, this study used solely descriptive statistics to 

analyze the data retrieved from the annual reports and show the results graphically. These results 

do not show any statistical supported results, but aimed to visually increase our understanding of 

where, and if any nationality diversity existed within Swedish boards.  

 

In case more than one variable is present in the collected data, e.g. the material consists of 

observation pairs, each variable can be analyzed separately, but when analyzed together one can 

determine whether the two variables are related or not (Körner and Wahlgren, 2002, p.145).  

Scatter plots were used to analyze the data from the observation pairs where each observation 

pair was represented as one dot in the graph (cf. Körner and Wahlgren, 2002, p.148). We used 

linear regression analysis to determine if there were any correlations between these three 

observation pairs; i) the number of foreigners (dependent variable) and the degree of 

internationalization (independent variable); ii) the number of foreigners (dependent) and the year 

(independent); and iii) the board size (dependent) and the studied years (independent). 
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The regression lines in the scatter plots of this study show the correlation between the two 

variables. The line is determined by an equation of: ŷ=a+bx, where the constants “a” and “b” 

constitute the regression coefficients. It is a function where “a” indicates where the line cut the y-

axis when x=0, and “b” gives the slope of the line. The “R!”-value is the determination 

coefficient that shows what proportion of the total variation for the dependent variable can be 

explained by the linear relationship with the independent variable. In this study, it would for 

example show how much of the total variation of foreigners in boards can be explained by the 

companies’ degree of internationalization. The correlation coefficient, “R”, measures whether 

there is a linear relationship between two variables and can range from -1 to +1, where -1 shows 

a strong negative correlation and +1 shows a strong positive correlation. (Körner and Wahlgren, 

2002, p. 165). This means that if for example, the “R”-value of board size and degree of 

internationalization have a value of +1, the result would be a strong positive linear relationship 

between board size and degree of internationalization, but to determine whether or not the 

variables are dependent, one must calculate the determination coefficient,R!.   

3.5 Quality of the study 
Validity problems can be avoided by using operational definitions in order to explain how the 

measurements are made (Körner and Wahlgren, 2002, p.22). The variables in this study have 

therefore been clearly defined in terms of what, and how they are measured to ensure validity in 

this study. When discussing validity in a quantitative research one often refers to whether the 

conclusions in the study are accurate or not. Considering our results and the tools that have been 

used to measure the variables, the study illustrates the changes in nationality diversity and degree 

of internationalization in a visual way, which is similar to some of the previous researches’ 

results. When measuring the degree of internationalization, one could argue that the variable has 

been broadly defined. However, it has been done so in order to capture even early stages of 

internationalization that have not yet been reflected in e.g. sales, which may be the result of 

several years of preparatory investments. This consequently includes all activities whether it is 

production, sales, subsidiaries, R&D, on-going projects or contracts with re-sellers.   

 

The reliability in a measurement can be affected by several factors: the measurement instrument, 

collecting figures, the environment surrounding the measurement and the object being measured 

(Körner and Wahlgren, 2002, p.22). When discussing reliability, one often questions the 
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consistency of the study, meaning if the same results could be achieved if the study was repeated. 

The data was collected manually which can lead to observation errors, but the risk for this was 

mitigated through dual data collection, i.e. each observation was double checked by another 

person. The information was mainly collected from annual reports, although we were forced to 

use other less reliable Internet sources when information about a board member’s nationality was 

not available, possibly leading to some systematical errors. One problem that we experienced 

when collecting data was determining the nationalities of board members that had dual 

citizenship. In these cases, the country of birth, citizenships, names, previous employments, 

degree schools, and interviews, were examined as indicators of nationality in order to determine 

the appropriate nationality (cf. van Veen et al., 2012). This may have lead to a couple of 

systematical errors regarding some of the board members’ nationalities as well, meaning that if 

the study was conducted again one might assess those board members with other nationalities 

than what we chose. However, there were only four board members that had dual citizenship, 

thus not affecting the outcome considerably.   

 

The selection of thirty-one companies could be considered to be a limitation due to the small 

number, however the importance of these MNCs combined for Swedish economy is tremendous. 

The companies combined worldwide sales in 2012, not including the three banks selected in this 

study2, mounted to a value of 2110 billion Swedish crowns, which represented close to two-

thirds of the total Swedish gross national product for the same year (Näringslivets Ekonomifakta, 

2013). This fact gives an idea of the significance that these companies represent.  

  
Another problem was how to define in what regions the companies operated. Annual reports 

between companies differ where different methods were used to describe what international 

markets they are active in or where they have some type of activity varies between the 

companies. This made it difficult to methodically follow how the data was collected, where we 

sometimes were forced to make assumptions, which consequently might have lead to small 

errors and thus affected the reliability of this study in the section regarding a company’s degree 

of internationalization. To avoid this, the definition of region activity, which as mentioned earlier 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

2 SEB, Handelsbanken, and Swedbank were excluded in the calculation due to that they are banks, whose sales are 
not a relevant measure. 
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is linked to the degree of internationalization, was broaden in order to capture even early stages 

of internationalization and to include all types of activity within a company, big or small. A 

possible incorrect assumption that could have been made in this case could be a region based on 

a simple statement of intent with no further substance or activity backing this statement. This 

could have affected our results by increasing or decreasing the number of region a company is 

active in.  

 

Lastly, an additional difficulty that we encountered and had to keep in mind when analyzing our 

results was the uncertainty of knowing if the results that showed a correlation did indeed have a 

correlation and was not just a causation. In order to try avoiding this type of error, we examined 

previous similar studies to compare their results with our own. This lead to a confirmation that 

our findings could indeed mostly be supported by previous findings in the same field.   

  



20 

4. Results 
The following chapter visually presents our findings as stacked histograms, scatter plots and, 

tables. The results examine the distribution of foreigners, their nationalities, and board size, as 

well as companies’ degree of internationalization. These results will then be used as a foundation 

for the analysis to deduce whether our propositions can be supported or not. 

4.1. Foreigners  
The analysis of data regarding nationality diversity within boards of Swedish MNCs aims to 

reveal the distribution between foreigners and Swedes and to see if any gradual increases can be 

found. Figure 1, 2, 3 and 4 present the total percentage of the distribution of nationalities 

represented in the thirty-one Swedish MNCs that were chosen for this study with a six-year 

interval covering the years 1994, 2000, 2006, and 2012.  

4.1.1 Distribution between foreigners and Swedes 
The percentage distribution between foreigners and Swedes in boards in the studied time period 

has been graphically illustrated in Figure 1. Each board member was categorized as either a 

Swede or a foreigner depending on their nationality. In 1994, the boards consisted of 94.8% (331 

members) Swedes whereas foreigners only represented 5.2% (18). There were only eight out of 

thirty-one companies that had foreigners in 1994. In 2000, there was a decrease of Swedish 

board members where the distribution between Swedes and foreigners was 87.1% (296) and 

12.9% (44). There was an increase to thirteen out of thirty-one MNCs having foreigners in 2000. 

In 2006, there was a continued decrease of Swedes to 82.9% (301) and an increase of foreigners 

to 17.1% (62). There was a further increase to twenty-one out of thirty-one companies having 

foreigners in 2006. Lastly, in 2012, the distribution experienced changes again with 80.2% (276) 

Swedes versus 19.8% (68) foreigners. A small decrease to nineteen companies having foreigners 

in 2012 could also be observed. 

 

It can further be deduced that there is a clear overrepresentation of Swedes in the majority of the 

Swedish MNCs over the years. However, notable changes have occurred regarding the 

distribution during the studied period. The largest increase of foreigners over the studied period 

occurred between 1994 and 2012, where the number of foreigners increased from 5.2% to 12.9%.  
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  Figure 1. The distribution between Swedes and foreigners in Swedish boards. 

In order to show whether the total percentage of foreigners in Swedish boards had any 

correlation with the studied years, a scatterplot with a regression line was composed (Figure 2).  

The line equation in Figure 2 (y=0.8x-1588.7) gives a determination coefficient of R! = 0.95, 

where the R-value could be determined by taking the root of R!, giving R= 0.97. Since the R- 

value is close to one, there is a strong positive linear correlation between the percentage of 

foreigners in boards and the year, as it can be observed that the number of foreigners has steadily 

increased over the years. That is to say, there is a relationship between the year and the 

percentage of foreigners in the board. The number of foreigners in Swedish boards can therefore 

almost entirely be explained by the years since the R!-value is 0.95. More specifically, this 

means that approximately 95% of the variation changes in the years explains the variation 

changes in foreigners, in this case that the foreigners in the boards increase as the years pass by. 
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Figure 2. Total percentage foreigners in Swedish boards. 

4.1.2 Nationalities of foreign board members 
To examine the total number of foreigners in the boards for each studied year, the foreigners 

have been divided into three different categories depending on their nationalities: “Nordics” 

(includes Norway, Denmark, Finland, and Iceland, but not Sweden), “European” (excluding all 

Nordic countries), and “Non-European”. The bars in Figure 3 show the distribution of these 

categories in percentages, each complete bar representing 100%, where the number of board 

members equivalent to the foreigners’ percentage represented in each category can be read next 

to the percentage value. It can be deduced from the figure that a majority of the foreigners were 

categorized as “European”, and that Nordics have decreased steadily over time, resulting in an 

increase of board members originating from countries with a greater geographical distance. Even 

though non-Europeans still represent a minority among the foreigners in Swedish boards, it can 

be observed that there has been a large increase between 1994-2012, increasing from 5.6% to 

29.4%.  
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Figure 3. The distribution of the origin of foreign board members 

 

It can further be observed in Figure 3 that firstly, there were only 18 foreigners in total in year 

1994, where 44.4% of those were Nordics (8 members), 50.0% Europeans (9) and 5.6% non-

Europeans (1). Secondly, in 2000, there was an increase of the total foreigners to 44, resulting in 

a small decrease of the proportion of Nordics: 29.5% (13), an increase of the proportion of 

Europeans: 59.1% (26), and also an increase of non-Europeans: 11.4% (5). Thirdly, in 2006, 

there was a continued increase of the total number of foreigners to 62, where Nordic members 

represented only 21.0% (13), whereas European and non-European represented 43.5% (27) 

respectively 35.5% (22). Lastly, in 2012, there were 66 foreigners, where the distribution 

between the categories was: Nordics: 17.6% (10), Europeans: 52.9% (36) and non-Europeans: 

29.4 % (20). In summary, when comparing the year 1994 with 2012, there has been an increase 

in the number and proportion of non-European and European board members, and an increase of 

the number but a decrease in the proportion of Nordic board members. 

 

Figure 4 consists of four charts that show the further breakdown of foreigners in the boards as 

presented in Figure 3, by dividing them into categories according to their country of origin, 

where the y-axis shows the number of foreigners from each country. The charts show the 

distribution of the nationalities of the foreign board members and the total number of board 



24 

members originating from these countries. The charts indicate not only an increase in the number 

of foreigners in Swedish boards, but also an increase in the number of foreign countries. In 1994, 

there were only 9 countries represented in the boards, which is a considerable difference from the 

23 countries that are represented in 2012, thus an increase of 14 countries. Furthermore, when 

looking at the number of regions that these countries are located in, there have also been a 

substantial increase in 2012 where there were nationalities from 6 different regions (Europe, Asia, 

North America, Oceania, South America and Africa) compared to only 2 regions (Europe and 

North America) in 1994.  

 

 
Figure 4. Foreign board member nationalities in year 1994, 2000, 2006 and 2012. 
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The bars in the charts are also divided into the same categories as Figure 3: Nordics (excluding 

Sweden), Europeans (excluding Nordics), and non-Europeans. Among the Nordics, there have 

only been slight changes over the years of the distribution between directors from Denmark, 

Finland or Norway. The number of countries from the European category has increased steadily 

from 5 countries in 1994 to 9 countries in 2012, where there have mostly been foreigners 

originating from Great Britain and Germany. The largest increase is the number of countries 

outside Europe, with an increase from 1 country in 1994 and 2000, to 8 in 2012, where also 

directors from emerging countries have started to be present in the boards. Directors of US-

origin have undoubtedly been a majority among the non-European boards over the years. 

4.2 Board size 
When examining the board sizes in Swedish MNCs, the results deviate to some extent from 

previous research. When breaking down board size for each company over time, observable 

variations regarding board sizes and years could be observed.  

4.2.1 Average board size 
The average of the total number of board members of all companies during the four years is 

approximately 11 board members in the boards with a marginal variation of decimals between 

1994-2012 (Figure 5). The line equation in the figure gives the determination coefficient of 

R! = 0.01, where the R-value could be determined by taking the root out of R2 , R=0.11. As the 

R-value is close to zero and the line is almost completely horizontal, there is no linear correlation 

between the board size and the year. This means that the variation of the total number of board 

members cannot be explained by the year as the R!value is very low, only 1.27 %. 
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Figure 5. The average number of board members in Swedish MNCs. 

 

The total number of board members in each company is categorized according to company and 

year (Table 2). A relatively even distribution and development of the total number of board 

members represented in each company was observed, where no large changes have occurred 

during the years. However, five companies (Handelsbanken, Ericsson, Atlas Copco, ABB and 

Addtech) were some of the companies that had strong variation in their board sizes between 

1994-2012. When observing the company ABB, the number of board members in 1994 was 8, 

which then increased to 11 in 2000, decreased to 8 in 2006 and decreased further in 2012 to 7 

board members. Addtech, also varied in the number of members, going from 13 members in 

1994, to 9 in 2000, then decreased to 6 members in 2006 and 2012. Atlas Copco had 19 board 

members in 1994, then decreased to 8 in 2000, increased to 13 in 2006, and then decreased to 12 

in 2012. The company Ericsson also belonged to this category, with large variations going from 

17 members in 1994 to 12, 16 and 18 in 2000, 2006 and 2012. Lastly, Handelsbanken had 10 

board members in 1994, which increased to 13 in both 2000 and 2006 to then decrease 

substantially to only 3 board members in 2012. These companies are therefore irregular in their 

board sizes over the years when compared to other companies that had less variation in board 

sizes.   
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Table 2. Total number of board members in each company for each studied year and the percentage change (▵%) in 
board size of each year from the previous year. 

4.3 Degree of internationalization  
In order to determine the degree of internationalization of the corporations over time, a graph has 

been plotted with seven lines representing different regions and how many MNCs were active in 

the regions over the years. Furthermore, two scatter plots with regression lines were constructed 

in order to determine if the degree of internationalization had a relationship with i) the average 

number of foreigners in boards and ii) the average number of board members.  

4.3.1 Identifying the degree of internationalization 
The region activity of each of the thirty-one Swedish MNCs is represented graphically in Figure 

6. There is a six-year interval between 1994-2012 on the x-axis, which shows a timeline 

perspective that outlines the companies’ region activities. The different lines display the 
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separation between seven different regions that were found in the MNCs’ annual reports: Africa, 

Asia, Europe, Latin America, Middle East, North America, and Oceania. The Y-axis shows the 

number of companies that has any sort of operation in the respective region and year. It can be 

deduced from the figure that six regions, excluding Europe, have experienced an increase of 

activities from Swedish MNCs between 1994-2012, with a minor decrease in 2006 in Oceania, 

which later increased in 2012. The companies’ activities in Europe have remained unchanged 

between 1994-2012, with all thirty-one companies operating in Europe during the entire period. 

An interesting observation is the line representing activities in the Middle East that has 

experienced the biggest change during the studied period with a remarkable increase from 5 

companies with activity in the Middle East in 1994, to 14 companies in 2012.  

 

In summary, there was an increase in activities in regions outside Europe, which resulted in the 

expansion of the companies’ overall degree of internationalization. 

 
Figure 6. Development of continent activities of Swedish MNCs between 1994-2012. 

4.3.2 Foreigners and degree of internationalization 
In order to show the number of foreigners in relation to how many regions that the companies 

were active in for each studied year, the average number of foreigners were paired together with 
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the average number of regions that the companies were operating in. In this way, it was possible 

to retract an average of the number of foreigners in relation the their degree of 

internationalization. Figure 7 indicates that in year 1994, there were 5.2% foreigners in the 

boards where the MNCs operated in average of 4 regions. In year 2000, there was an increase of 

both the percentage of foreigners and number of regions mounting to 12.9% and 5. In year 2006, 

there was a continued increase of 17.1% foreigners in boards and a decelerated increase to 5.1 

regions of operations. In year 2012, there was also an increase of foreigners to 19.8% and 5.6 

regions of Swedish MNC activity.  

 

The correlation coefficient, R, is calculated by taking the root out of the determination 

coefficient: R!, which is presented in Figure 7, resulting in R= 0.98. Since this value is very 

close to 1 and the values in the graph are close to the black regression line, there is a very 

positive and strong correlation between the average percentage of foreigners in Swedish boards 

and the average number of regions that the corporations operate in. This means that these 

variables correlate with each other and that the more regions that the MNCs are active in, the 

more the foreigners are present in their boards. As the points in the graph also are marked by 

different years indicate that the increases of foreigners and active regions also are affected by the 

year, where the closer to the last point of 2012 one observes the data, the higher the values of 

these variables. 

 

Moreover, by examining the determination coefficient, R!= 0.96, we know how much of the 

variation in the average number of foreigners (dependent variable) can be explained by the 

average number of regions the MNCs are active in (independent variable). Since this value is 

0.96 means that approximately 96% of our data regarding the average of foreigners in boards can 

be explained by the variation of the independent variable, the number of regions. Consequently, 

does the determination coefficient also indicate that 4% of the variation in our data is left 

unexplained, and the cause and effect might be due to other reasons, which could for example be 

a company’s openness to foreigners or the company’s industry.  
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Figure 7. Average number of foreigners in boards in relation to the average number of regions the MNCs operate in. 

4.3.3 Board size and degree of internationalization 
In order to determine if the board size could be linked with the degree of the MNCs’ 

internationalization, a scatter plot with a regression line was constructed. As seen in Figure 8, 

the average number of board members was paired with the average number of regions that the 

MNCs were active in with regards to the observed year. It can be seen in the figure that the 

average board size is approximately 11 for all the studied years and since the marked scatter line 

is quite linear with a correlation coefficient close to zero, R=0.08, there is almost no correlation 

between the average board sizes and the average number of regions that the MNCs are operating 

in. This means that it does not matter how many regions an MNC is active in or what year one is 

observing the board sizes, the average number of board members will be around 11 regardless. 

Furthermore, with a determination coefficient of approximately 0.01 means that the board sizes 

cannot be explained by the number of regions that the MNCs are active in.  
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Figure 8. Board sizes in relation to the number of regions the MNC operates in. 
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5. Analysis 
The integration between different continents, economies, and countries has increased over the 

years, and we therefore expected an increase in the total number of foreigners in Swedish MNCs’ 

boards as well. The results revealed that between 1994 and 2012, Swedish MNCs have become 

increasingly more internationalized regarding both activities abroad and board members. Despite 

this increase, we found that the majority of the companies’ board members remain Swedish. 

Throughout this chapter we will understand our results leading to either rejection or support of 

our propositions by further explaining and discussing possible reasons for these outcomes with 

support from the theoretical framework used in this study. 

5.1. Board sizes are not influenced by internationalization 
The first proposition in this research was based on the expectation that there was a positive 

correlation between the companies’ degree of internationalization and the number of board 

members. When examining the MNCs’ degree of internationalization it was revealed that the 

Swedish MNCs have increased their presence worldwide over the years, thus resulting in an 

increased degree of internationalization. However, there were no changes in the average board 

size. Therefore, our results did not indicate any correlation between board size and degree of 

internationalization considering that the average number of board members remained the same 

regardless of which year, or how many regions the MNCs were present in. Hence, the first 

proposition cannot be supported, where for instance the number of directors does not increase 

when the number of regions increases. Our results therefore opposes to previous studies (Dalton 

et al., 1999; Coles et al., 2008) who argue that larger boards are needed and also may improve 

the performance in complex companies operating in many segments, such as countries. Since our 

results showed no correlation between the number of regions and board size, it is indicated that 

even though a complex company operates in many regions, its board might still remain small. A 

reason for this discrepancy could be that other factors are more influential in board sizes than the 

degree of internationalization, which will be discussed later.  

 

Since the board of directors has great influence in a company that competes and operates on the 

global market, the number of individuals with different expertise and experience is, as research 

has indicated, essential to the company’s performance. The average board size in Swedish MNCs 

appears to be smaller than previous literature has indicated (cf. Monks and Minow, 1995, in 
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Rivas 2012), as this study found an average of eleven board members between 1994-2012, while 

literature suggested an average number of thirteen. This slight difference could be due to the fact 

that our study is restricted to one country, Sweden, while some studies in our theoretical 

framework were based on companies from the US and numerous countries in Europe (cf. Rivas 

2012; Bermig and Frick 2010). It may therefore be country-related factors that affect the board 

size. For instance, since Sweden is a small and open economy, it might be plausible that smaller 

board sizes are more suitable for Swedish MNCs as these companies might be less complex in 

comparison to other multinational corporations originating from large economies with large 

domestic markets, such as the US. In addition, the theory on board size from Monks and Minow 

was published in 1995, which may cause the difference to exist in the observation years, 

considering that our study is restricted to data from 1994-2012.  

 

Despite the non-changing overall average in board sizes over the years, the ranges of board sizes 

for each company and year appeared to show a more inconsistent pattern. There were some 

companies that had great variation in the number of board members from year to year, whereas 

others had almost no variation at all. Some boards had only 3 members while others could have 

up to 17 members on the board, which makes the ranges considerably different from one another. 

The large differences in the number of board members could be the result of the advantages and 

disadvantages that arise with different sizes of organizational groups. Kogan and Wallach (1966) 

argued for instance that larger groups often can make it harder to come to an agreement while 

smaller groups can make the decisions more extreme. This might explain why companies explore 

different numbers of board members until they are satisfied with the collaboration of a group, 

thus leading to variations in sizes. Moreover, another possible explanation for larger boards may 

be that more members are required for decision-making that may require more perspectives and 

different expertise. For instance, when a company has to decide on new strategic decisions that 

affect the whole corporation substantially, more board members’ opinions might be required.  

 

The board sizes could also vary due to that some of the boards of the MNCs also accounted for 

representatives from the employees, labor unions, and deputies in their annual reports. This may 

have resulted in slightly larger boards than those that did not have these representatives, as they 

were considered to be board members as well in our data collection. Moreover, traditional 
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Swedish corporate governance separates the board from executive management thus making it 

uncommon to have executive board members such as the CEO or other executives from the 

company on the main board, which we also noticed in the annual reports. This may also have 

accounted to some extent for the smaller board sizes when compared to some European and US 

companies. The divergence in board sizes from company to company could also be the result of 

their sizes as a whole. For instance, corporations with larger volume of sales and more 

employees may have considerably larger boards as more controlling and monitoring is needed in 

these larger corporations, and thus require more perspectives and directors in the decision-

making process. 

 

5.2 The impact of internationalization on nationality diversity 
The second proposition suggested that a positive correlation between the MNCs’ degree of 

internationalization and nationality diversity in boards. Since our results found a positive 

correlation between a company's degree of internationalization and number of foreigners, the 

second proposition could be supported.  

 

Although nationality diversity in boards has historically been a slow process that started after the 

Second World War (van Veen and Marsman, 2008), our results indicate that a change has 

occurred, as the number of foreigners has accelerated considerably from 5.2% foreigners in 1994 

to 19.8% foreigners in 2012. This is quite remarkable considering the relatively short period of 

time, which indicates that nationality diversity has become a speedier process (at least in 

Sweden). A reason to the increasing diversity in boards of Swedish MNCs that operate in more 

regions could be that as the companies integrate with more nations, the exposure to more 

international candidates is palpable (cf. Milliken and Martins, 1996). Considering that our results 

show an increase of Swedish MNCs’ activities abroad, they are consequently more likely to have 

daily contact with more people from different nationalities, and thus increasing their selection of 

candidates for board positions to foreigners as well.  

 

Although our results indicate that there has been abundant changes in the internationalization of 

boards and increasing activities abroad, MNCs in 1994 appeared to have few foreigners in their 

boards, thus suggesting that the nationality diversity was to begin with a slow renewal process. 
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Only eight out of thirty-one companies had foreigners in 1994, where the majority of all 

companies had no foreigners at all, or only a small fraction of foreigners, which in most cases 

only appeared as late as in year 2000 or after. The number of foreigners in Swedish boards was 

most likely even less before 1994, as previous literature and data have suggested. The slow 

development of nationality diversity in 1994 and before could be affected by the belief of the 

disadvantages that might arise in problems with integration and collaboration between the 

members, such as for instance cultural differences, which might lead to dissatisfaction and 

turnover (cf. Milliken and Martins, 1996). A possible limitation to increasing nationality 

diversity could also have been the lack of language proficiency, where communication barriers 

might have hinder companies from recruiting internationally. Nowadays, language barriers is 

less common, as people are more world travelled and language education has increased. 

 

Earlier studies support our findings and suggest that, not only are companies who increase their 

degree of internationalization required to internationalized their boards, but also that diversity 

can actually enhance creativity, quality of decision making, and innovation (cf. Erhardt et al., 

2003). This could explain why Sweden, a country with many MNCs, has gradually increased the 

number of foreigners in their boards over time. The presence of international directors could also 

be argued to be a better choice because international board members are, in comparison with the 

domestic directors, more familiar with the regulatory framework, institutions and political risks 

abroad (Oxelheim and Randøy, 2003). Since the majority of the foreigners in our results are 

Europeans, and the fact that all companies have a high activity in Europe, it could be suggested 

that companies choose to recruit members from countries where they act in. This is because these 

candidates are more likely to have more experience and knowledge about that particular market.  

 

In line with resource-dependence theory, the number of foreigners depends on the need for 

international competence in a company. Such need can be seen in a company’s degree of 

internationalization where a high degree of internationalization requires more foreign market 

expertise thus international board members (cf. Davis and Cobb, 2010). Directors will therefore 

be recruited if they have access to resources that are important to a company, thus companies 

operating abroad should recruit international directors, as they might be better able to understand 

the international business environment. Our results support the line of thought suggesting that the 
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more internationalized a company is, the more foreigners are consequently represented in their 

boards.  

 

Despite that foreigners have increased, Swedes are still overrepresented in the boards. One 

explanation to the large proportion of Swedes over the years could be due to the ownership of the 

corporation, were traditionally the majority of the ownership was domestic and board members 

tended to represent large shareholders. When the largest shareholders are predominantly Swedish, 

it may create inertia when it comes to broadening the recruitment base to individuals outside 

Sweden. There may therefore also be interesting aspects of increased share of foreign ownership 

that could influence the recruitment of foreign board members. Companies such as ABB and 

AstraZeneca appear to have a high share of non-Swedish board members and also a high share of 

foreign shareholders, thus suggesting that there might exist a correlation. Previous research has 

also suggested that companies with one country of origin often are less diverse than companies 

that for instance are mergers (van Veen et al., 2012). ABB and AstraZeneca are two companies 

in this study that are mergers with a foreign country, ABB is Swedish-Swiss and AstraZeneca is 

Swedish-British. This is therefore an important contributing factor to the high number of 

foreigners in their boards. When a Swedish company merges with a foreign company, one could 

expect that the distribution between both merging companies’ nationalities to be somewhere 

equal. This is fairly consistent with our findings as there were both Swedes and Swiss directors 

in ABB and also British directors in AstraZeneca, however they did also have directors from 

other countries. 

 

Nordic countries have since the early 1980s increased the internationalization of ownership of 

their publicly traded companies, as restrictions regarding internationalization of ownership of 

Nordic firms were alleviated (Oxelheim, 1997 in Oxelheim et al., 2013). In 1994, the use of 

restricted shares was forbidden as the European Economic Area (EEA) treaty was implemented 

(Oxelheim, 2001). This could also be a contributing factor to the increasing number of foreigners 

in the Swedish boards, especially in the number of Europeans. As the ownership aspect was not 

studied in our research is it something that is suggested for future research. 
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When collecting data from the annual reports, we also noticed that many board members were 

active in several boards. The renewal of board members appears to be infrequent as many 

members have been active in the boards for several years. This might also explain the large 

proportion of Swedes, as those members are mainly domestic. Additionally, considering that 

Nordic countries are associated with both low salaries for executives and directors, as well as 

high tax rates with income taxed board fees (Oxelheim et al., 2013), the incitements for 

companies to attract top level directors internationally is relatively low. Foreign top level 

directors who find equally lucrative board position in domestic companies will most likely chose 

to stay if the job position does not offer any more perks than the other. Therefore, when 

comparing this line of thought with our results, one could argue that the more internationalized 

the company, with activity and offices abroad, the more foreigners are represented in those 

boards. Foreigners might find bigger internationalized companies appealing as they offer well-

known brands and opportunities within those companies.  

5.3. Nationality diversity has gradually increased in Swedish boards over time 
Lastly, our third propositions revolved around that a common thread could be found in, not only 

a gradually increase of foreigners and nationalities in Swedish boards over time (proposition 3a), 

but also that this increase of foreigners represented board members who first in the earlier years 

originate from countries that are geographically close to Sweden (proposition 3b). Our results 

showed that there has indeed occurred an increase of foreigners from different countries in 

boards and that the proportion of Nordic board members has decreased steadily between the 

years 1994 and 2012. However, European directors have always been a majority in boards 

regarding this study, with no clear trend over the years as there were both increases and 

decreases in this category. We can therefore support proposition 3a, but not entirely proposition 

3b, as we can observe that Nordics foreigners have indeed decreased over time although 

Europeans represented the majority of the foreigners during the studied period. The results are 

thus to some extent inconsistent with our beliefs that Nordics would represent a majority among 

the foreigners early in this study (1994) and then decrease gradually over time. Further 

investigation is therefore required where data from a longer time span with more observation 

years is needed in order to determine whether proposition 3b can be completely supported or 

rejected. 
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Literature used in this research suggested that nationality diversity often begins with recruitment 

from the companies’ country of origin or countries that are geographically close (cf. van Veen 

and Marsman, 2008). This may be in line with our results considering that Swedes represent the 

majority of the board members. Secondly, there was to begin with many Nordics and Europeans 

among the foreigners, where the Nordics decreased over time, thus leading to larger proportions 

of foreigners classified as Europeans and non-Europeans. One contributing factor to the 

increasing number Europeans may be Sweden’s entry into the European Union in 1995, as labor, 

capital, goods and service could move more freely. This resulted in the emergence of financial 

markets where companies were able to quickly make investments and change ownership across 

national borders (cf. Krivogorsky, 2006), which also might have increase the number of 

foreigners shareholders in companies as well.  

 

Nevertheless, as argued in proposition 3b, Swedish MNCs are most likely to recruit foreign 

board members that originate from a short geographically distance to Sweden, especially during 

the earlier stages of their internationalization processes. Our results showed that there had been a 

steady decrease in the proportion of both Swedes and foreign board members of Nordic 

nationality over the studied period, decreasing from 44% in 1994 to 17.6% in 2012. This might 

be linked to the Uppsala model, where many Swedish MNCs begin with establishing themselves 

in Nordic and other European countries, before entering markets with a longer geographical 

distance from Europe and Sweden. As Swedish MNCs progressively intensify their operations in 

more foreign markets outside the Nordic and European regions, Nordic and Swedish members 

decrease accordingly. Moreover, most of the MNCs that in 1994 only had activities in a few 

regions have over the studied period increased their degree of internationalization, and thus 

diminishing the importance of having Nordic and Swedish board members.  

As mentioned earlier, we observed that most of the Swedish boards consisted of a majority of 

Swedes, and thus an inquiry arose on why the boards are not as diverse as we thought. We have 

discussed several possible factors and reasons behind this, however no suitable organizational 

theory has been addressed as an explanation. The institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell, 

1983) might be an alternative theory that explains why Swedish boards mainly consist of Swedes, 

however it is a completely different school of thought than the other theories addressed in this 

research, and hence no focus has been put on it. Nevertheless, the theory suggests that 
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organizations alter themselves to the norms, the beliefs, and the rules that surround their home 

environment in order to gain legitimacy. This consequently means that organizations in similar 

fields often look and act similar (cf. Scott, 2008). In this case, being an MNC of Swedish origin 

and thus having many Swedes in their boards, they conform to the expectations and norms that 

the Swedish society has. This might be because many of these companies have their headquarters 

in Sweden with a long history and strong attachment to its nation. Consequently, this could then 

explain why the majority of the companies mostly consist of Swedish board members. 

Companies also try to mimic each other internally and externally in order to achieve legitimacy, 

even though this could decrease their efficiency and hinder their competitive position in their 

environment (cf. Meyer and Rowan, 1977). 

In conclusion, even though the majority of board members in Swedish MNCs are Swedes, one 

could argue that the distribution between foreigners and Swedes will become more even in the 

far future considering the rapid increase of foreigners observed between 1994 and 2012. As the 

nationality diversity of boards seems to be a long process, that has historically been slow, it will 

probably take a long time before Swedish MNCs become completely diverse or at least have a 

larger proportion of foreign nationalities in their boards. Moreover, as Swedish MNCs increase 

their degree of internationalization and expand to more emerging markets and less developed 

countries, the unfamiliar territories might require board members with knowledge about those 

markets and hence the number of foreigners in boards will increase. 

6. Conclusion  
The purpose of this paper was to establish whether any substantial changes in the composition of 

the board of directors of Swedish MNCs had occurred between the years 1994 and 2012. With 

support from previous research regarding diversity, internationalization, and board of directors, 

the variables nationality, degree of internationalization, and board size of thirty-one Swedish 

MNCs have been tested and analyzed. 

6.1 Concluding comments 
Our results concluded that the presence of foreigners in Swedish boards has increased over time, 

where a correlation between a company’s degree of internationalization and foreigners could be 

observed. However, the board size had no correlation with neither the degree of 
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internationalization nor the year observed. The increasing representation of foreigners in 

Swedish boards could be the result of the increasing global integration between economies, 

which has been facilitated by among others: different economic and political unions, and 

common currencies. Previous research support our findings by suggesting that the number of 

MNCs has increased over time, and that they need to adjust to the environmental changes by 

diversifying their boards as well. Accordingly, do our results indicate that nationality diversity in 

board of directors is the result of the internationalization of companies, since we observed more 

foreigners in companies that had a higher degree of internationalization. An expansion into 

international markets is now generally a necessity for a company’s survival, especially when 

originating from a small economy such as Sweden. Furthermore, Swedish companies should take 

advantage of the international opportunities that are available by incorporating knowledgeable 

and experienced foreigners into their boards, in order to succeed in the large, complex and 

unfamiliar environment.  

6.2 Contributions 
Our study extends previous research of nationality diversity in MNCs, more specifically within 

boards, and taking into account a company’s degree of internationalization as the main 

influencing factor. Our most significant contribution is a deeper understanding of the impact that 

MNCs’ internationalization processes has had on boards that originate from small and open 

economies such as Sweden. This can also from a managerial perspective increase for example a 

manager’s understanding on what nationalities are represented on Swedish boards to facilitate 

their understanding on how to adjust the management style in the corporate governance. Our 

findings also emphasize the importance of having a nationality diverse board in order to succeed 

internationally, suggesting that recruitment of board members should be based on what 

knowledge the companies need and not based on what nationality the board members have. It 

can also affect what regulations and taxes need to be adjusted to fit a more diversified board of 

directors in terms of nationalities, as different nationalities have different requirements, such as 

some need visas.   

6.3 Future research 
When taking into consideration the possible limitations in our results, there could be a likelihood 

that variables equally influential to board composition have not been tested, thus not giving a 

comprehensive picture of all the factors that might affect board composition and size. This study 
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has focused primarily on a company’s degree of internationalization as the influencing factor 

when analyzing our data. Although our results found a correlation between foreigners and degree 

of internationalization, other factors such as gender or shareholders share could equally be 

factors influencing board size and composition. Further research in this area may therefore add 

additional variables such as sales percentage in different regions as a variable for degree of 

internationalization, and the nationality of shareholders and their share as an influencing factor in 

nationality diversity.  

 

The different industries that the MNCs act in might also be an influencing factor as well in both 

the degree of internationalization and nationality diversity, where for instance there might be 

differences between manufacturing and commercial corporations. Considering that our study 

could not find any connection between board size and internationalization, other factors not 

included in this study might be influential, such as for instance the number of industries that the 

corporation is present in. 

 

Since our study only examined one small country with a small population during a relatively 

short period, further studies on larger scale and observations during a longer time period could 

lead to more generalizable conclusions. As the literature used in this study mainly focuses on a 

western world perspective, research on nationality diversity from an emerging economy 

perspective would most likely provide valuable insights on this subject as well. We also suggest 

future studies to use institutional theory as their theoretical framework, since it could explain the 

organizational behavior of MNCs, especially regarding their recruitment practices.  

 

In conclusion, more extensive research is therefore required, which needs to include more 

variables, before any generalizations on board composition regarding Swedish MNCs can be 

made. 
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