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A Powerful Force We Can’t Afford to Lose

The pandemic has upended women'’s lives; ESG Investing can help get them back on track.

by Emma Harper, Lily Tu, Jessica McHugh, Clemence Kelman & Sara Rodriguez

As the pandemic continues to alter everyone’s ‘new
normal,” women have been disproportionately affect-
ed. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,
women are |losing more jobs as the result of business
closures and layoffs.! For women who have held onto
their job security, many still face the difficult decision
of choosing between career and family.

“The biggest problem is the lack of consensus about
schools and childcare solutions, which creates debili-
tating uncertainty,” said Nancy Folbre, Professor Emer-
ita of Economics at the University of Massachusetts
Amherst whose research emphasizes the “hidden”
economy of unpaid care work.?

Unfortunately, the burden more frequently falls on
women to give up their jobs because they earn an av-
erage of 18% less than men in the U.S.> While some
households have chosen to split the housework and
childcare duties equally, women spend an average of
15 more hours weekly on domestic labor than men. It
begs the question: Is the pandemic simply magnifying
unresolved issues, ones that our society has been try-
ing to solve for decades?

Maintaining Momentum

Despite the odds, women have become a powerful
force in wealth generation.

In just 60 years, women have amassed great finan-
cial power, with females now controlling 32% of the
world’s wealth.* In fact, women are adding $5 trillion
to wealth globally every year and are expected to ac-
cumulate wealth at a compounded annual rate ranging
from 3.7% to 7.2% in the next four years, depending
upon the effects of COVID-19. Nonetheless, women'’s
wealth trajectory is expected to outpace that of global
wealth growth.

A study by The Economist Intelligence Unit found that
high-net-worth (HNW) women are entering the top
levels of asset ownership faster than Baby Boomer
women, with 32% of Millennials having S5 million or
more in assets, versus just 22% of Baby Boomer wom-
en.®> And while there are still more HNW men than
women, among the wealthiest bracket (those with
S5 million or more in assets), the proportion is closer,
with 27% men vs. 22% women. Millennial women are
not simply inheriting their wealth but also taking con-
trol and earning it.

Financial advisors and asset managers, take note. The
time has come to place a larger focus on such a pow-
erful — and growing — group of decision makers. The
unrelentless nature of COVID-19 has handcuffed wom-
en’s efficiency. According to a McKinsey & Company
report, women’s jobs are 1.8 times more vulnerable
to the crisis than men’s jobs.® GDP growth could be
at least S1 trillion lower by 2030 given this disparity.
On the other hand, working towards advancing gen-
der equality could add $13 trillion to global GDP in the
next 10 years.

ESG Investing &
Advancing Gender Equality

ESG investing provides a way to invest in women’s is-
sues, but companies need to do more.

This year has highlighted the increasing importance
of how companies approach environmental, social,
and governance (ESG) issues. Emphasized by both the
COVID-19 pandemic and the resurgence of the Black
Lives Matter movement, the ‘S’ in ESG has become
paramount for investors and stakeholders. There is a
clear link that exists between gender-diverse compa-
nies and business performance.’
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ABOVE THE LINE

Diverse workforces attract more talent, lead to
more innovation, create better connections with
customers and investors, make better decisions, and
perform better financially. On average, global com-
panies with female leadership have experienced fi-
nancial performance more than double that of the
MSCI World Index.®

Where Inequity & Inequality Hide
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Where bias, isms,
and phobias are ‘hidden and
invisible’, most entrenched, and
consistently perpetuated.

Source: “The Real Work of DEI” by Shaunice Hawkins, 2020

The events of 2020 have increased demand for compa-
ny transparency and action on diversity and inclusion
issues; but reporting on gender-based sustainability
topics needs improvement. Too often, the diversity
and inclusion section of company sustainability re-
ports focuses only on surface-level statistics, such as
the number of women employed in the workforce,
rather than on policies that create a company culture
that supports women.

Transparent ESG policies make it easier to identify
companies that align with investors’ values. For an-
alysts to begin effectively comparing companies in
terms of gender equality and diversity and inclusion,
company reporting must become more standard-
ized and transparent. There are recognized policies
that companies should implement and report on to
support their female workforce as well as mitigate
the effects of COVID-19. They include formally ad-
dressing gender-equality issues; equalizing pay; im-
plementing anti- sexual harassment, violence, and
abuse policies; establishing a living wage; providing
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Company Policies

The following are examples of policies companies can
implement to support their female workforce and miti-
gate the effects of COVID-19.

Formally address gender-equality issues. We encour-
age companies to explicitly address gender issues
(and the race/ethnicity nuances within them) when
discussing diversity and inclusion.

Equalize pay. Today, women make $0.81 for every
dollar a _man _makes.” With progress continuing at
this pace, pay parity will be reached in 2059 for white
women, 2119 for black women, and 2224 for Hispan-
ic women. Only 2% of U.S. companies publish gen-
der-segregated pay information.°

Freedom from violence, abuse, and sexual
harassment. Only 52% of U.S.-based companies have
an anti-sexual harassment policy. Today, 40% of wom-
en (and 16% of men) say they’ve been sexually ha-
rassed at work—a number that has not changed since
the 1980s.%*

Living wage. Women are overrepresented in hourly
work and in sectors hardest hit by the pandemic (hos-
pitality, retail, tourism). According to a Business Insid-
er article, the average minimum wage worker would
have to work more than two full-time jobs to afford a
two-bedroom rental in any state in the U.S.22 A com-
mitment to pay a living wage to all employees would
aid millions of women across the country to support
their families and help lessen the wage gap.

Flexible work options. According to an HR Dive article
flexible work options help retain employees of all gen-
ders, and inflexible work schedules drive women with
young children out of the workforce.®®

Paid sick leave. Pushed into the spotlight by the pan-
demic, lack of paid sick leave diminishes the health
and wellbeing of mothers and their families and forces
some out of the workforce altogether.

Access to affordable, quality childcare. Many families
with young children must decide between high-cost
childcare or leaving the workforce to become a full-
time caregivers. U.S. businesses lose about $12.7 bil-
lion annually due to employee childcare challenges.*
Family leave. Under the Medical Leave Act of 1993,
companies with 50 or more employees are required to
provide 12 weeks of unpaid leave annually for moth-
ers of newborn or newly adopted children. The U.S. is
the only developed nation that does not mandate any
paid leave for new parents.



https://www.nordea.com/en/press-and-news/news-and-press-releases/news-en/2017/investing-in-female-ceos-pays-off.html?ct=t(August_15_Drexler8_11_2017)
https://www.nordea.com/en/press-and-news/news-and-press-releases/news-en/2017/investing-in-female-ceos-pays-off.html?ct=t(August_15_Drexler8_11_2017)
https://www.payscale.com/data/gender-pay-gap
https://www.payscale.com/data/gender-pay-gap
https://www.morningstar.com/articles/969611/10-undervalued-companies-that-empower-women
https://hbr.org/2020/05/confronting-sexual-harassment 
https://hbr.org/2020/05/confronting-sexual-harassment 
https://www.businessinsider.com/full-time-minimum-wage-workers-cant-afford-rent-anywhere-us-2020-7 
https://www.businessinsider.com/full-time-minimum-wage-workers-cant-afford-rent-anywhere-us-2020-7 
https://www.hrdive.com/news/inflexible-work-schedules-drive-women-with-young-children-out-of-workforce/561825/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2019/03/28/467488/child-care-crisis-keeping-women-workforce/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2019/03/28/467488/child-care-crisis-keeping-women-workforce/

flexible work options and paid sick and family leave;
and ensuring access to affordable, quality childcare
(and backup childcare).

Once companies begin reporting on their policies in a
standardized way, they must also measure their prog-
ress. Effective company policies are utilized. Many
companies have paid parental leave policies—but do
they track who takes time off? Are companies audit-
ing their employee pay to ensure equity? The bottom
line is, does a company’s culture support established
policies? Without a supportive company culture, em-
powering policies is useless. We would like to see
companies track the effectiveness of their policies and
implement measures (such as anonymous employee
surveys) to gauge how they are resonating with em-
ployees. Only then can we truly measure the effective-
ness of such policies.

SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT

GOALS

GENDER
EQUALITY

¢

United Nations Sustainable
Development Goal No. 5

The United Nations Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) were designed to be a
“blueprint to achieve a better and more
sustainable future for all.” There are 17
goals with 169 underlying targets. SDG No.
5 specifically addresses gender equality, and
while not every underlying target would
be addressable by corporate America, Tar-
get 5.5, which addresses the proportion of
women in managerial roles, is one for which
U.S. businesses can enact positive change.

The pandemic has laid bare fundamental “Social”
issues, and society, employers, and companies are
recognizing now more than ever the value of women
as leaders, contributors to the economy, holders of
wealth, and the glue that binds our households to-
gether. Women in the U.S. control over $20 trillion in
wealth, they account for upwards of 80% of house-
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hold purchases, and most of them are looking to in-
vest in the issues they care about, which includes
investing in other women. Thus, the continued
progress by companies to report on and measure di-
versity and inclusion issues is of paramount impor-
tance. As ESG investors, we will continue pushing for
increased disclosure and transparency. Our goal is
to choose best-in-class companies that not only im-
plement ESG policies but are intentional in creating
measurable outcomes.
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