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his paper explores the existing body of research linking a higher proportion 

of women in business leadership—including on boards of directors and in 

senior management—to improve overall company performance. The authors 

conducted a comprehensive literature review to uncover substantial evidence 

connecting increased gender diversity at the top with enhanced environmental, 

social, and governance standards. They identified equally strong evidence 

connecting better ESG with stronger corporate performance, building a 

comprehensive business case for the value of women’s participation on boards  

and in senior management.

Foreword

There is an alchemy that goes on in the best boardrooms—as with the best 

teams—that creates extra value from the combination of individuals and differing 

views. To be sure, gathering a group with similar backgrounds and skills may yield 

benefits. However, the larger opportunity lies in bringing together a diverse range 

of perspectives, because it offers a better chance of generating positive impacts far 

greater than the sum of its parts.

This is the promise of diversity: that the convergence of varied perspectives, 

experiences and backgrounds in the boardroom will stimulate more robust debate 

and discussion, driving richer challenge and decision making, and delivering greater 

value. A diverse board is less likely to fall into the trap of groupthink, less likely to 

get caught up in the present, and more likely to ask itself the fundamental questions 

that will sustain the business over the long term.

Similarly, a diverse team of executives in the senior leadership cadre offers a 

breadth and depth of expertise, creating added value that emanates from different 

experiences and perspectives.  

Diversity is about a whole range of issues, from skills and experience to culture, 

national origin, race, and style of thought. Gender is among the most visible types 

of diversity, attracting considerable attention in popular culture and among market-

creators, politicians, and regulators alike. 

Investors, too, are increasingly focused on gender diversity in boardrooms and in 

senior leadership, and for good reason.  Investors understand the value opportunity 

Women in Business Leadership 
Boost ESG Performance: Existing  

Body of Evidence Makes Compelling Case
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in boosting the number of women in business leadership—bringing in the viewpoints of fully half the 

world’s population as a more realistic reflection of customers, communities, and other stakeholders. 

Investors also see the value risks in failing to take action on the gender-diversity-in-leadership front. 

This Private Sector Opinion by Alexandre Di Miceli and Angela Donaggio adds to the burgeoning 

range of evidence that bolsters investors’ confidence in the common-sense view that diversity, and 

specifically gender diversity, genuinely adds value at companies. It draws together much of the 

existing evidence and forms a useful primer of key research in this area. 

In analyzing and codifying the existing research, the authors present a comprehensive and common-

sense rationale for greater diversity at the top. They highlight a considerable body of evidence 

linking gender-diverse boards and senior leadership with stronger environmental, social, and 

governance standards. And they detail a similarly considerable body of evidence that links stronger 

environmental, social, and governance standards with enhanced company performance. For 

instance, the authors highlight papers demonstrating that gender-diverse boards deliver more 

transparent reporting, fewer internal controls weaknesses, and greater earnings quality. Other 

papers note a positive correlation between the presence of women on boards and firm value, 

profitability, ethical and social compliance, and community engagement. 

Such findings build investor confidence, leading to longer-term investment and more valuable 

companies. Common sense delivered.

The ongoing discussion about diversity—and, more broadly, about the importance of 

environmental, social, and governance performance—plays to a growing sense that the business 

world should be less distant from the population as a whole and that there is a growing need to 

be energized by a sense of fairness. A business world that more fully reflects its community and 

customers is more likely to be seen as fair and trusted. 

By boosting the diversity of their boards and leadership, which contributes to increased focus on 

environmental, social, and governance considerations, companies can reduce the perception among 

some quarters that business is something set apart, in which few have a stake. If, at the same time, 

this contributes to improved performance, creating more value within those businesses, so much 

the better. 

This Private Sector Opinion indicates that both are possible, and indeed that they are closely 

associated. It is heartening and welcome evidence for those of us at investment institutions working 

to encourage greater board and business leadership diversity.

Paul Lee

Independent investment professional

Former Head of Corporate Governance, Aberdeen Asset Management

Former Head of Investment Affairs, National Association of Pension Funds

Former Director, Hermes Equity Ownership Services

Member of IFC’s Corporate Governance Private Sector Advisory Group
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Plenty of evidence supports the link between having more women in business leadership positions 

and higher profitability. Yet, the research also reveals a somewhat nuanced and conditional financial 

business case, rather than a sweeping generality. Among the more thorough analyses is a 2015 

paper that aggregates the results of 140 studies, with data from 35 countries and 90,070 firms.2 In 

this paper, authors Kris Byron and Corinne Post show that having more women in boardrooms is 

positively related to profitability measures. Of note, however, the study shows that this relationship is 

more robust in countries with stronger shareholder protections, presumably because boards are more 

active and powerful in these countries.3 

Another recent study of the impact of women in senior management revealed a connection—albeit a 

weak one—to better long-term financial indicators, such as profitability, stock price, and shareholder 

returns. This 2017 meta-analysis by Seung-Hwan Jeong and David Harrison aggregated the results of 

146 studies conducted in 33 different countries over more than two decades, yielding a sample size of 

more than 46,000 firms.

Financial performance is not the only indicator of company success
That said, we also believe that there are limitations in the school of thought that considers financial 

performance as the only measure of corporate success. In this narrow, strictly financial view of 

corporate performance, the sole justification for adding more women to company boards and in 

leadership positions would be to improve the bottom line. 

However, we contend that the concept of corporate performance should 

extend well beyond what’s happening with the bottom line. The reason? 

In the wake of so many corporate crises and scandals, stakeholders 

are demanding significantly higher ethical, environmental, and social 

standards—not because they necessarily lead to direct increases in 

profits, but because they reduce risks, improve community engagement, 

and enhance the long-term viability of the company.

Women in Business Leadership Boost ESG 
Performance: Existing Body of Evidence Makes 
Compelling Case

1 Alexandre Di Miceli da Silveira is a founding partner of Direzione Management Consulting and full professor of corporate governance 
and ethics at Alvares Penteado School of Business in Sao Paulo. He is the author of several best-selling books on these topics in Brazil, 
including The Virtuous Barrel: How to Transform Corporate Scandals into Good Businesses via Behavioral Ethics, Corporate 
Governance in Brazil and in the World, and Corporate Governance: The Essentials for Leaders. Alexandre has worked on projects 
related to the improvement of governance practices at more than two dozen major corporations. He is an independent consultant for 
multilateral institutions such as the IFC and the OECD and a member of the committee that prepared the Brazilian Code of Best Practices 
issued by the IBGC. Alexandre is a Ph.D. and M.Sc. in management from the University of São Paulo and has been a visiting professor 
at Cornell University and Université Catholique de Louvain. For his contributions to corporate governance in Brazil, Alexandre is the 
recipient of several prestigious awards. 

  Angela Rita Franco Donaggio is a founding partner of Direzione Management Consulting, a professor of corporate law and corporate 
governance at the Getulio Vargas Foundation and FACAMP, and a researcher of the Center for Law, Gender and Identity at the Getulio 
Vargas Foundation. She is the author of several academic papers on corporate governance, corporate law, and gender diversity, including 
Corporate Governance and the New Market: Investor’s Protection and Flaws of Regulation and Self-Regulation. She has worked with a 
range of companies, helping to improve their gender diversity and corporate governance practices.  Angela is a Ph.D. in corporate law from 
the University of Sao Paulo and a M.Sc. in business law and economic and social development from Getulio Vargas Foundation. She has 
held visiting researcher positions at the law schools of Harvard and Cornell Universities.

2 Byron, K., and Post, C. 2106. “Women on Boards of Directors and Corporate Social Performance: A Meta-Analysis.” Corporate 
Governance: An International Review, 24(4), 428-442.

3 The study also shows that the female board representation/social performance relationship is even more positive in contexts where intra-
board power distribution may be more balanced (i.e., in countries with higher gender parity).The authors’ hypothesis is that the relationship 
between women’s representation on boards and corporate social performance is more positive among studies conducted in countries where 
gender parity is higher, because, in those contexts, women directors are more likely to possess the prestige and expertise, along with 
structural and ownership power that will provide them with voice in the boardroom. Thus, they expected that the relationship between 
women’s representation on boards and corporate social performance would be more positive among studies conducted where gender parity 
is greater because gender parity is likely to increase intra-board power distribution.  The results confirm the authors’ hypothesis.

What do we mean by women in 
business leadership?
This catch-all phrase includes women on 

boards of directors and women in senior-level 

management positions. 
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Thus, we believe that there is a more comprehensive business case to be made for greater gender 

diversity at the top by taking a broader view: that increasing the number of women in business 

leadership is likely to lead to better overall company performance—including but not limited to 

financial performance—through improved non-financial indicators, such as reputation, investor 

perceptions, and stakeholder engagement. 

We set out to explore this argument, broadening the rationale for more women in business 

leadership—including women on boards and in senior management—by connecting it to enhanced 

environmental, social, and governance (ESG) standards.

Comprehensive literature review yields positive correlations 
We searched for scientific evidence to substantiate our premise. Our initial scan of Google Scholar 

and top business journals yielded 184 papers dealing with a variety of gender diversity issues in 

the corporate world. After analyzing these papers and narrowing the time frame to more recent 

research, we identified 70 peer-reviewed papers published between 2008 and 2017 that support our 

proposition. 

Our findings revealed two sets of connections. The first is that having more women in business 

leadership positions leads to higher environmental, social, and governance standards, with a 

particularly clear connection when women comprise a critical mass of about 30 percent on company 

boards. The second is that companies with enhanced ESG perform better on critical metrics: stronger 

internal controls and management oversight, reduced risk of fraud or other ethical violations, positive 

workplace environment, greater stakeholder engagement, and improved reputation and brand.

Combined, the results offer a convincing argument that having a more gender-balanced board and 

leadership team contributes to stronger environmental, social, and governance performance, which in 

turn, leads to better business performance. 

Figure 1. The presence of more women in business leadership is connected 
to better ESG standards
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In the following sections, we break down the evidence, highlighting key findings on the connection 

between greater gender diversity at the top and the environmental, social, and governance dimensions 

of business operations.

The Environmental Dimension  
Among the 70 papers corroborating the women in business leadership-ESG business case, 16 focus 

specifically on the positive impacts on firms’ environmental practices, such as sustainability standards 

and the quality of environmental reporting, while seven others address both environmental and social 

standards.  They span multiple countries, thousands of businesses across multiple industry sectors, 

and include nine longitudinal studies averaging six years of analysis.

For instance, in one 2017 paper, authors Walid Ben-Amar, Millicent Chang, and Philip McIlkenny 

observed about 100 Canadian companies over a five-year period. The researchers concluded that 

female boardroom participation is positively associated with the voluntary disclosure of climate 

change information. Specifically, they noted that more women in senior leadership influences a firm’s 

decision to address demands from major stakeholders by reporting more extensively on greenhouse 

gas emission levels and climate change-related risks. The authors also note the importance of a critical 

mass of female directors. The results are quite clear when boards include at least two women, but are 

less apparent when the board only has one female director.4  

A second 2017 study looks at China, an emerging economy. For this paper, authors Feng Wei, 

Binyan Ding, and Yu Kong observed more than 100 companies a year for eight years, from 2008 to 

2015. Among the conclusions: that boards with at least three female directors have a significant and 

positive impact on the scale of their companies’ corporate environmental 

impact. Notably, the impact is not the same when there are only one or 

two female directors on the board. The authors also observed that their 

results are particularly strong for state-owned enterprises and enterprises 

from heavily-polluting industries.5  

Other key takeaways from the papers we reviewed include the following:

• There are strong and positive correlations between more female 

board directors and:

- better sustainability practices, including reduced greenhouse gas 

emissions

- higher firm rankings on environmental performance

- increased corporate environmental investments

- reduction in environmentally-related problems and community concerns

- quality and extent of sustainability reporting, including level of disclosure on  

environmental practices

• Female entrepreneurs are more engaged with environmental issues than male entrepreneurs: 

- stronger commitment to green approaches

- more attentive to triple bottom line of people, planet, and profit

The Social Dimension  
We identified 25 papers specifically focused on the connection between increased representation of 

women in business leadership and enhanced social outcomes, along with the 70 noted above that 

explored both environmental and social dimensions. Studies covered multiple countries and included 

19 multi-year studies averaging six years of analysis each.

4 Ben-Amar, W., Chang, M., and McIlkenny, P. 2017. Board Gender Diversity and Corporate Response to Sustainability Initiatives: 
Evidence from the Carbon Disclosure Project.  Journal of Business Ethics, 142(2), 369-383. 

5 Wei, F., Ding, B., and Kong, Y. 2017. Female Directors and Corporate Social Responsibility: Evidence from the Environmental Investment 
of Chinese Listed Companies. Sustainability, 9(12), 2292.

Evidentiary Conclusions: Women in 
Business Leadership and Company 
Environmental Performance
✔  improved environmental performance

✔  more extensive environmental reporting

✔  more effective pursuit of environmentally    

 friendly strategies and initiatives
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These papers looked at thousands of companies and spanned the range of social aspects, including 

employee relations, work-life balance, gender equity practices in the workplace, social and ethical 

reputation, human rights, and corporate social responsibility initiatives.

In one expansive study, authors Geoffrey Tate and Liu Yang analyzed 9,244 closing plants in the 

U.S. over a nine-year period. They observed that women displaced by plant closures experienced 

significant wage losses relative to men when they started a new job. However, if these new jobs were 

at female-led firms, this wage gap was narrowed considerably—by roughly 50 percent—yielding 

a more equitable pay scale for new hires, regardless of gender. The results show an important 

externality of having women in leadership positions: they cultivate more gender-equitable and female-

friendly cultures inside their firms.6 

Similarly, in a ten-year study of U.S. Fortune 500 companies published in 2017, authors Christy Glass 

and Alison Cook found that firms with female CEOs or gender-diverse boards are associated with 

a range of stronger business and equity practices, including diversity, corporate governance, product 

strengths, and community engagement.7 

Were such results only evident in developed economies? We sought out papers that looked specifically 

at emerging markets and found some evidence in support of our underlying hypothesis. A 2016 study 

of 450 Malaysian companies showed that the presence of women on the boards of these firms is the 

only variable that positively affects the level and degree of their CSR initiatives. The authors showed 

that other efforts at diversifying boards, such as appointing non-executive and independent directors, 

may have a negative impact on the company’s CSR initiatives.8  

6 Tate, G., and Yang, L. 2015. Female Leadership and Gender Equity: Evidence from Plant Closure. Journal of Financial Economics, 
117(1), 77-97. 

7 Glass, C., and Cook, A. 2017.  Do Women Leaders Promote Positive Change? Analyzing the Effect of Gender on Business Practices and 
Diversity Initiatives. Human Resource Management. 

8 Sundaraen, S., Je-Yen, T., and Rajangam, N. 2016.  Board Composition and Corporate Social Responsibility in an Emerging Market. 
Corporate Governance. 16(1): 35-53.

Evidentiary Conclusions: Women in Business Leadership and 
Company Social Performance

Having more female board directors is positively correlated with: 
✔  improved CSR practices in emerging market companies

✔  stronger commitment to corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives and 

practices

✔  overall social performance

✔  better community engagement

✔  stronger worker relations, positive business culture, and better work-life balance

✔  improved human rights

✔  ethical conduct and reputation

Firms with more women in leadership demonstrate a stronger emphasis 
on workplace environment, workforce issues, and worker satisfaction, 
including:
✔  gender-equitable hiring practices

✔  gender-equitable opportunities for promotion

✔  equal pay for equal work

✔ male and female talent development

✔ women-friendly policies
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Another emerging market study, published in 2018, focused on China. For this paper, the authors  

analyzed 12,941 firm-year observations over a nine-year period from 2006 to 2014—about 1,200 

companies per year. The conclusions highlight the importance of women in senior executive 

leadership for comprehensive CSR reporting. The authors found that compared with their male 

counterparts, female C-level executives are more likely to encourage CSR reporting and strengthen 

the content of CSR statements.9 

The Governance Dimension 
Of the studies we analyzed, 22 focused on corporate governance issues. Most of these studies 

explored the governance context in individual countries, including Australia, Canada, China, Israel, 

Norway, Spain, and the U.S, while several looked at data from multiple countries.10 The studies we 

reviewed found links between more women in business leadership and better corporate governance 

practices, including internal controls, transparency, integrated reporting, ethics and compliance, and 

board processes and dynamics. 

Among the notable findings are the results of a paper by Yu Chen, John Daniel Eshleman, and Jared 

Soileau. This paper examined the internal controls that are critical to ensuring the effectiveness 

and efficiency of company operations, accuracy in reporting, and 

compliance with laws and regulations. The authors analyzed about 

400 U.S. companies per year over a ten-year period and concluded that 

firms with greater female board representation are less likely to have 

internal control weaknesses. The results are independent of whether or 

not women are members of audit committees.11

Another paper of note, by Douglas Cumming, Tak Yang Leung, and 

Oliver Rui, examined whether the presence of more female board 

directors would decrease the potential for securities fraud. For this first-of-its-kind study, the authors 

conducted an econometric analysis of 1,422 frauds committed at 742 Chinese companies during 

the time period 2001–2010. They concluded that companies with more women in leadership had a 

reduced risk of securities fraud. Specifically, they observed that a one standard deviation increase in 

the proportion of women directors is associated with a 14.6 percent reduction in the probability of 

fraud. Of note, to optimize this risk mitigation, companies should have full gender parity on their 

boards—50 percent male and 50 percent female.

A third study, by Helena Isidro and Marcia Sobral,12 looked at the boards of more than 900 firms 

in 16 European countries over a three-year period ending in 2012. The authors found that the 

presence of women on boards is positively related with firm value, profitability, and ethical and social 

compliance. The findings suggest that the indirect effect of greater female representation in leadership 

on firm value comes from stronger compliance with ethical principles, which is not captured by 

accounting-based financial performance.

In our analysis of the papers addressing women in leadership and the governance dimension, we 

identified several important takeaways, including positive correlations between gender-diverse boards 

and female leaders and indicators of firm performance, measures of board effectiveness, and nature 

9 Zou, Z., Wu, Y., Zhu, Q., and Yang, S. 2018. Do Female Executives Prioritize Corporate Social Responsibility? Emerging Markets 
Finance and Trade, (publication pending). 

10 Three papers in our sample took a global approach to their analysis: Garcia et al (2015): Germany, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, 
Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, U.K., U.S.; Isidro and Sobral (2015): Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, U.K.; Frias-Aceituno et al (2013): 15 countries and 
568 companies from the Forbes Global 2000 list of largest international companies. 

11 Chen, Y., Eshleman, J. D., and Soileau, J. S. 2016. Board Gender Diversity and Internal Control Weaknesses. Advances in Accounting, 
33, 11-19.

12 Isidro, H., and Sobral, M. 2015. The Effects of Women on Corporate Boards on Firm Value, Financial Performance, and Ethical and 
Social Compliance. Journal of Business Ethics. 132: 1-19. 

The authors conducted an econometric analysis 

of 1,422 frauds at 742 Chinese companies…and 

concluded that companies with more women 
in leadership had a reduced risk of securities 
fraud. 

In one study we analyzed, the authors conducted 

an econometric analysis of 1,422 frauds at 

742 Chinese companies…and concluded that 

companies with more women in leadership  

had a reduced risk of securities fraud. 
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2 massive meta-analyses 
connecting more women 
in business leadership 
with better financial 
performance
Post  & Byron (2015)
Jeong & Harrison (2017)

31 papers connecting women in 
business leadership with company  
social performance
Bernardi, Bosco & Columb (2009)  
Brammer, Millington & Pavelin (2009)  
Bear, Rahman & Post (2010)  
Manner (2010) 
Galbreath (2011)
Mallin & Michelon (2011) 
Zhang (2012)   
Boulouta (2013)  
Hafsi & Turgut (2013) 
Setó-Pamies (2013)       
Zhang, Zhu & Ding (2013)  
Everly & Scharz (2014)   
Feijoo, Romero & Blanco (2014)  
Matsa & Miller (2014)  
Landry, Bernardi & Bosco (2014) 
Wieland & Flavel (2014) 
Baselga-Pascual, Ponce & Vahamaa (2015)  
Larrieta, Balmaseda, et al (2015) 
Persons (2015)   
Alonso-Almeida, Perramon & Femenias (2016) 
Byron & Post (2016) 
Cook & Glass (2016)  
Devicienti, Grinza, Manello & Vannoni (2016) 
Galbreath (2016)  
Lucifora & Vigani (2016)  
Sundarasen, Je-Yen & Rajangam (2016)   
Tate & Yang (2016)  
Cook & Glass (2017)   
Francoeur, Labelle & Bouzaidi (2017)   
Kunze & Miller (2017)   
Zou, Wu, Zhu, & Yang (2017)  

23 papers connecting women 
in business leadership with better 
corporate governance
Krishnan & Parsons (2008)
Ibrahim, Angelidis & Tomic (2009)
Labelle, Gargouri & Francoeur (2010)
Nielsen & Huse (2010)
Peni & Vähämaa (2010)
Gul, Srinidhi & Ng (2011)
Srinidhi, Gul & Tsui (2011)
Abbott, Parker & Persley (2012)
Frias-Aceituno, Ariza & Sánchez (2013)
Larkin, Bernardi & Bosco (2013)
Steffensmeier, Schwartz & Roche (2013)
Cumming, Leung & Rui (2015)
Francis, Hasan, Park & Wu (2015)
Ho, Li, Tam & Zhang (2015)
Isidro & Sobral (2015)
Lucas-Pérez, Vera & Sánchez (2015)
Sanchez, Dominguez & Aceituno (2015)
Scarlat, Shields & Clacher (2015)
Chen, Eshelman & Soileau (2016)
Chen, Tuliao, Cullen &  Chang (2016)
Martiınez, Bel-Oms & Sempere (2016)
Strydom, Yong & Rankin (2016)
Schwartz-Ziv (2017)

23 papers connecting women in 
business leadership with company 
environmental performance
Braun (2010) 
Manner (2010) 
Post, Rahman & Rubow (2011)   
Ciocirlan & Pettersson (2012)    
Fodio & Oba (2012)   
Rao, Tilt & Lester (2012)  
Walls, Berrone & Phan (2012)   
Zhang (2012) 
Boulouta (2013)  
Feijoo, Romero & Blanco (2014) 
Glass, Cook & Ingersoll (2015)     
Liao, Luo, & Tang (2015)   
Post, Rahman, & McQuillen (2015) 
Al-Shaer & Zaman (2016)   
Byron & Post (2016) 
Kassinis, Panayiotou, Dimou & Katsifaraki (2016)   
Ben-Amar, Chang & McIlkenny (2017)    
Cook & Glass (2017) 
Francoeur, Labelle & Bouzaidi (2017) 
Hollindale, Kent, Routledge & Chapple (2017) 
Hossain, Farooque & Almotairy (2017) 
Nadeem, Zaman & Saleem (2017) 
Wei, Ding & Kong (2017) S

G

E

6 massive meta-analyses 
connecting better social 
performance with better 
financial performance 
Orlitzky, Schimdt & Rynes (2003)
Margolis, Elfenbein & Walsh (2009)
Fowler, Slater, Johnson & Romi (2013)
Lu, Chau, Wang & Pan (2014)
Wang, Dou & Jia (2016)
Shahzad & Sharfman (2017)

S

Figure 2. Women in business leadership, ESG standards, and company performance
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and extent of transparency and disclosure. The research also associates female representation on audit 

committees with better financial reporting discipline and fewer audit qualifications due to errors, 

non-compliance, or omission.

Addressing the Skeptics 
Despite the mounting evidence, some skeptics remain unconvinced of the connection between more 

women in leadership and stronger company performance. As researchers ourselves, we are well aware 

that all studies come with relevant limitations. 

However, social science researchers make use of several procedures to increase the likelihood that 

the positive association between women in business leadership and improved company performance 

proves out as valid and true, and that the presence of women on boards and in C-suites is related to 

such improvements. Among these techniques: 

• Using large samples with thousands of companies over long time frames

• Controlling the relationship between women in business leadership and company performance 

for several corporate attributes and governance factors

• Conducting sophisticated econometric analysis that accounts for unobserved firm heterogeneity 

and the dynamic relationships of the variables of interest, such as lagged measures of variables

•  Applying specific tests to see if reverse causality is taking place

•  Carrying out robustness checks with different proxies for the variables of interest 

Researchers also point to the value of anecdotal evidence in supporting their conclusions—and 

the argument that causality runs from more women in leadership to improved performance. For 

Evidentiary Conclusions: Women in Business Leadership and 
Company Corporate Governance

Gender-diverse boards and female leaders are associated with enhanced firm 
performance: 
✔  better returns on assets and sales

✔  stronger earnings quality

✔  enhanced firm value

✔  tighter internal controls

✔  increased ethical and social compliance

✔  reduced incidence of fraud, insider trading, and other unethical practices

Gender-diverse boards are associated with increased board effectiveness:
✔ stronger control over companies’ strategic direction

✔ more active board meetings

✔ reduced levels of conflict

 ✔ greater emphasis on board development

✔ increased willingness to replace underperforming CEOs

Gender-diverse boards influence the nature, extent, and monitoring of 
reporting: 
✔ reduced risk of financial restatement

✔ more conservative approach to earnings statements

✔ increased transparency and disclosure 
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example, one recent paper found statistically significant results—based 

on thousands of firm-year observations—showing that more women on 

boards leads to better corporate social responsibility.13 As part of the 

study, the authors wove in excerpts from interviews, such as “Caterpillar 

went from zero women on its board to one woman, and the following 

year its environmental strengths score increased,” and “Honeywell 

went from one woman on its board to no women on its board, and 

the following year its community strengths score decreased.” The 

study features many other such anecdotal observations, which further 

bolstered the authors’ argument. 

Conclusion 
Our research bears out our hypothesis that gender-diverse business leadership is positively connected 

to ESG performance and ESG is associated with enhanced company performance—including 

financial performance.

In our view, analyzing the impact of more women in leadership on ESG is the next logical step in 

building out a comprehensive business case for greater gender balance at the top. As we present in this 

Private Sector Opinion, the empirical evidence shows that women in leadership are more likely to care 

about the broader implications of company decisions. This, in turn, is likely to lead to more balanced 

decisions—decisions that take into account the interests of all stakeholders, which will help maintain 

strong, long-term relationships and ensure business sustainability. Ultimately, this will reflect back on 

the company in a positive way, leading to enhanced firm value. 

Given the clear connection between more women at the top and better ESG, the results provide 

an even stronger rationale for business leaders to address the lack of gender balance in their 

boardrooms and senior management.. Reducing these imbalances will improve relationships with 

stakeholders—and with institutional investors increasingly focused on effective environmental and 

social stewardship of their investee companies, as many countries put in place new codes that call for 

higher standards in these dimensions. Along the way, taking action toward greater gender balance in 

corporate leadership is likely to enhance financial performance as well. 

Such an approach also addresses critics of the research connecting increased women’s representation 

in boardrooms and senior management with better financial performance. Viewing firm 

performance, corporate purpose, and the role of directors through this broader lens—as stakeholders 

demand the adoption of higher ethical, environmental, social, and governance standards—will 

encourage an assessment of value that goes well beyond the narrow focus on financial indicators.

Still, while we demonstrate the existence of a substantial body of evidence showing that more women 

in leadership matters for adoption of sound ESG standards and that strong ESG matters for financial 

performance, we also suggest that the business case for women in business leadership could be 

enriched even further.  

More studies of smaller emerging market companies needed

In the course of our literature review, we discovered some significant gaps. The vast majority of 

studies to date have made use of quantitative analysis, which, while effective, can sometimes yield an 

incomplete picture of the situation. This void could be filled by qualitative works based on interviews, 

survey questionnaires, and in-depth case analyses.14

Social science researchers make use of several 

procedures to increase the likelihood that the 

positive association between women in business 

leadership and superior company performance 

proves out as valid and true, and that the 

presence of women on boards and in C-suites is 

related to such improvements.

13 Cook, A., and Glass, C. 2017. Women on corporate boards: Do they advance corporate social responsibility? Human Relations, Vol. 71, 
Issue 7, pp. 897 - 924

14 New studies based on interviews could improve the current understanding of how increasing boardroom diversity changes board 
behavior regarding ethical, social, and environmental issues. This information, in turn, would reinforce the case for causality.
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Another gap is in the lack of evidence exploring the impact of women in senior management. A 

significant majority (69 percent) of the studies we reviewed focus on the ESG impact of adding more 

women on boards of directors. The ESG business case could be enriched with studies analyzing the 

outcomes of having more women in C-level positions, including as CEOs, particularly since increasing 

gender diversity in the C-suite is critical to deepening the pipeline of women for board positions. 

Also missing are studies focusing on small to medium-sized unlisted firms from emerging markets. 

In the 70 studies we analyzed, only five—7 percent—were conducted in emerging economies. And, 

although unlisted firms represent the overwhelming majority of businesses around the world, and 

particularly in emerging markets, only four papers—5 percent of our sample—analyzed unlisted 

firms, probably due to the lack of publicly available information for these companies. 

As emerging markets look to attract additional foreign investment, understanding how such 

companies perform with regard to gender diversity and ESG will become increasingly critical. 

These foreign investors may view stronger company ESG standards as a mitigating factor to the 

risks associated with wading into markets with weaker regulatory 

environments. 

So, while our analysis uncovered a wealth of evidence connecting  

greater gender diversity in leadership with stronger ESG standards and 

improved company performance, we see a new and exciting frontier 

opening in the research on gender diversity in senior business leadership 

positions. These efforts would focus on unlisted companies from multiple 

emerging countries, using a qualitative approach through interviews or 

surveys. 

We also envision an important role for development finance institutions in such efforts, for several 

reasons. First, the investment portfolios of development banks typically include many unlisted 

companies in emerging markets—precisely the firms that are under-represented in the current body 

of research. Second, because development finance institutions require strong ESG standards of 

their investee companies—and because some, like IFC, are pushing for more gender diversity in the 

leadership of their investee companies—tracking the performance of these companies over time could 

yield valuable insights. Third, such studies would be bolstered by development banks’ direct access 

to these companies, which would enable the collection of qualitative information through in-depth 

interviews and questionnaires, in addition to the quantitative measures.

Taken as a whole, the compendium of available evidence presents the strongest business case to 

date for prioritizing efforts to accelerate the number of women on boards and in other leadership 

positions. Yet, as we note, more work remains, particularly in efforts to demonstrate the value of 

gender-diverse leadership for smaller, unlisted, and emerging market companies. 

A final thought: the moral imperative for gender-diverse business leadership

We conclude this PSO with a reminder. Beyond the business case, there is a powerful moral justice 

argument for equitable gender representation in the upper echelons of the corporate world. Equity 

and fairness should be sufficient justification for gender diversity, regardless of whether there is a 

utilitarian purpose for adding more women in business leadership.15 Building business institutions 

that are inherently fair and inclusive, to better reflect all company stakeholders and society as a 

whole, is a moral and ethical imperative of our times. 

15 In addition, it is important to highlight that the overwhelming majority of empirical studies conclude that a higher ratio of women in 
business leadership does not impair corporate performance (virtually all studies find positive or non-statistically significant results). Thus, 
because it is clear that a higher representation of women in leadership is not associated with a detrimental effect on firm performance, 
this result supports the moral justice argument for board gender diversity. Given the current under-representation of women in leadership 
around the world, the argument that equally-qualified women should be prioritized for promotions is clearly justified and socially 
desirable.

The authors conducted an econometric analysis 

of 1,422 frauds at 742 Chinese companies…and 

concluded that companies with more women 
in leadership had a reduced risk of securities 
fraud. 

We see a new and exciting frontier opening in the 

research on gender diversity in senior business 

leadership positions, focusing on unlisted 

companies from multiple emerging countries  

and using a qualitative approach through 

interviews or surveys. 
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