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Executive summary

Today, gender equality and empowerment (GE/E) remain persistent 
issues globally. Companies, while varied in their approaches and 
levels of commitment to it, stand to evolve in how they promote  
GE/E and should be held more accountable in this regard. This  
report explores the need for a new GE/E benchmark that measures  
companies’ progress against SDG 5 (Gender Equality), recognizes 
key overlaps with other SDGs, and builds on the robust set of GE/E 
work that exists today. It suggests that a new GE/E benchmark 
requires an approach that is: integrated, in that it captures the 
full breadth of the value chain; holistic, in that it considers the 
broader context and many dimensions affecting gender equality 
and empowerment; and balanced, in that it recognizes the varied 
ways in which companies can take action and drive change. Finally, 
it suggests which key themes, industries and companies a new 
GE/E benchmark should prioritize, with a supporting rationale 
for each. 
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Background 
information & context

The World Benchmarking Alliance (WBA) seeks to generate a 
movement around increasing the private sector’s impact towards 
a sustainable future for all. In 2015, the United Nations developed 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to help guide us. The 
WBA is now working to incentivise and accelerate companies’ 
efforts towards achieving these goals.

The private sector has a crucial role to play in advancing the 
SDGs, but to boost companies’ motivation, there needs to be 
real change in the way that their impact is measured. That’s why 
the WBA has set out to develop transformative benchmarks 
that will compare companies’ performance on the SDGs. The 
benchmarks will be backed by the best available science, while 
leveraging existing international norms and standards.

The benchmarks will aim to empower all stakeholders, from 
consumers and investors to employees and business leaders, 
with key data and insights to encourage sustainable business  
practices across all sectors. The benchmarks’ methodologies  

will also be free to use and continually improved through an 
ongoing and open multi-stakeholder dialogue.

More information about the World Benchmarking Alliance can 
be found here. 

Following an extensive series of global and regional consultations 
with key stakeholders, the WBA explored potential new corporate  
benchmarks, both industry- and SDG-centred. Among others, multi-
ple stakeholders expressed the need for a corporate benchmark 
that focuses specifically on the role of companies in promoting 
gender equality and empowerment. This SDG-centred benchmark 
would focus on how a select group of industries contributes to 
SDG 5, a goal set to achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls.   

This research was commissioned to inform the WBA on whether 
to advance a potential benchmark focused on gender equality and 
empowerment, as well as assess the feasibility of its development. 
It offers a thorough overview of existing initiatives in the area of 
gender equality and empowerment, and identifies current gaps 
in the field. It also explores the potential for a new gender equality 
and empowerment benchmark, including how to approach it as 
well as potential themes and industries to include in it and their 
supporting rationale.
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https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/finalpublication/


Defining Gender Equality 
and Empowerment (GE/E)

While progress is being made, women still face significant disad-
vantages globally, relative to men. In politics,  women are under-
represented in leadership and participation [1].  In work, women 
participate less in the labour force, participate more in informal 
and unprotected employment, are paid less, and spend more 
time on unpaid care and domestic work [2]. And at home or in 
their communities, about 1 in 3 women have experienced gen-
der-based violence in their lives [3]. In effect, gender equality 
and empowerment (GE/E) were born of this pervasive gender 
gap that exists across the world in so many different forms.

There are many varying approaches to, and definitions of, gender 
equality and empowerment. Some approach gender equality and  
empowerment as mutually reinforcing goals: gender equality 
(the rights, resources, and voice enjoyed by women relative to 
those enjoyed by men) is a prerequisite for empowerment – their 
ability to exercise options, choice, control and power [4] [5]. 
Conversely, for others, investing in the empowerment of women 
and girls is a means to achieving greater gender equality as an end  
in itself [6]. Some define gender equality and empowerment 
broadly, or even refer to them interchangeably; others focus on 
women’s economic empowerment specifically, as “one of the 
most powerful routes for women to achieve their potential and 
advance their rights” [7]. Still others, like the Gates Foundation, 
have invested significant energy into creating a robust conceptual 

model of women and girls’ empowerment, breaking it down into the 
key elements of agency, resources and institutional structures [8].

The variability in the language used in this field can introduce 

complexity and/or confusion, especially for those that aren’t gender 
experts. This report does not aim to resolve this variability, but 
rather, notes the importance of considering it when developing a 
new GE/E benchmark. With so many approaches to GE/E, a new  
GE/E benchmark should balance the needs for comprehensiveness, 
with the needs for efficiency and simplicity. Comprehensiveness 
can be achieved, for example, by capturing both gender equality  
and empowerment, and by leveraging the points of view of a variety  
of leading sources. This comprehensiveness can be balanced with 
efficiency by, for example, prioritizing (e.g., themes, industries) 
wherever possible, which is turn can be more manageable for 
companies. Furthermore, the need for simplicity, which stems 
from the complex and sometimes confusing nature of this space, 
can be addressed by articulating the differences in key terms 
or by using terms consistently rather than interchangeably, for 
example. 
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GE/E and the SDGs

Gender equality and empowerment are most directly captured 
in SDG 5 (gender equality), which prioritises the need to end 
discrimination against women and girls in all forms, and meet 
their right to equal opportunities in employment, health, education  
and decision-making. That said, SDG 5 does not stand in isolation. 
Gender equality and empowerment are cross-cutting themes and  
are both prerequisites for, as well as outcomes of, achieving the 
SDGs [9]. In fact, when applying a gender lens to all of the SDGs, 
it becomes clear that gender equality and empowerment are 
drivers of sustainable development in all of its dimensions, but 
can also pose challenges to progress against the 2030 Agenda  
should they not be addressed [10]. When developing a new GE/E 
benchmark, it is therefore important to:

•	� Lead with an SDG(5)-centred benchmark, but recognize its 
intersections with other SDGs

•	� Whilst focusing on gender data directly linked to SDG 5, 
also support the on-going capture of gender-sensitive data 
across all SDGs, including “gender-sensitive” indicators [10] 
and required / “Ready to Measure” gender disaggregated 
indicators [11] for governments, as well as complimentary 
metrics that companies can help drive

	 5



	

	 6

GE/E and the SDGs    

•	� Identify key overlaps with other SDGs and actively consider 
ways to evolve data in this context, with a focus on those 
areas where gender is a significant factor (and women are at 
a greater disadvantage) and where companies stand to play 
a critical role (beyond community investment) in achieving 
progress against its respective (gender-sensitive) targets. 
When putting both a gender and business lens on the SDGs, 
the following examples are worthy of particular attention:

	  

	 ��	

�SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth): 
		�  This appears to be the SDG with the most overt 

overlaps with gender equality and empowerment 
(with women, generally speaking, tending to be more  
significantly disadvantaged in terms of quality of 
jobs), particularly as companies can also have a 
very direct impact on progress. Its targets already 
include a gender-sensitive/-disaggregated view on 
in/formal employment, unemployment, fair wages, 
child labour, occupational injuries and labour rights. 
A pilot study recently completed by the Workforce 
Disclosure Initiative explores the role of companies 
in this context in much greater depth [12]. 

	 ��	�

SDG 1 (No Poverty): 
		�  In an effort to mitigate poverty risk among women,  

companies can help ensure women employees are 
not subjected to human rights violations, as well as 
have access to living wages and opportunities for 
advancement. They can be more inclusive with women  
entrepreneurs and women-owned businesses in their 
supply chains. Further, they can give women fair and 
affordable access to the goods/services they offer.

	 ��	

�SDG 3 (Good Health & Well-being): 
		�  Companies can establish adequate occupational 

health/safety standards that create the right work 
environment for their female employees. They can 
also offer health care options for essential health 
services including reproductive and maternal health.

	 ��	

�SDG 4 (Quality education): 

		�  Companies can focus on supporting children’s (es- 
pecially girls’) quality education with zero tolerance  
child labour policies and employees’ access to 
adequate early childhood childcare services. They 
can also offer female employees technical/vocational 
training.
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GE/E and the SDGs   

	 ��	 �

SDG 10 (Reduce inequalities): 
		�  Companies can create and enforce non-discrimination 

policies and practices that support their women 
employees throughout their working lives. They can  
also ensure their women employees are paid fair wages,  
and/or engage more women from disadvantaged 
and low-income populations in their supply chains.

	 ��	�

SDG 16 (Peace, Justice & Strong Institutions): 

		�  Companies can actively address gender-based 
violence, child labour and trafficking with various 
mechanisms including zero-tolerance policies, grie-
vance procedures and relevant programming.

•	� Determine how best to capture a gender POV in other existing/ 
work-in-progress benchmarks at the WBA, particularly those 
that are most material to gender equality and empowerment. 
For example, in the context of the Access to Digital Technology 
benchmark, the fact that women are at a significant disadvan-
tage when it comes to internet access should be addressed. 
Or, the Food System Transformation benchmark could consider 
to what extent companies across the food value chain work 
to improve access to productive resources for women (e.g., 
provision of gender-sensitive training, financing in agricultural 
production).



Current GE/E landscape

Table 1 – Current leading GE/E initiatives

Currently, the landscape of initiatives, frameworks and literature 
in the gender equality and empowerment space is very robust. 
It represents a strong foundation of information and insights 
that should certainly be leveraged when creating a new GE/E 
benchmark. For the sake of simplicity, these efforts have been 
presented in Table 1 below. A distinction should be made between 
macro- (e.g., within/across countries) and company-level (e.g., 
within/across corporations) initiatives, as well as those that are 
explicitly gender-focused versus those that were never gender- 
specific or that included a gender lens only retrospectively. 
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Macro-Level Company-level

Non-gender-specific OR with 

retrospective gender lens
•	UDHR
•	Big data (WHO, OECD)

•	�General business conduct guidance (UNGP, UNGC, OECD, 
ISO, ILO, SASB, GRI, IFC)

•	�Social Audit (Fair Wear Foundation, Ethical Trading Initia-
tive)

•	�Social Index (Dow Jones Sustainability Index, Workforce 
Disclosure Initiative, Corporate Human Rights Benchmark)

Gender-focused •	CEDAW
•	�Big gender data (EIGE, Equal Measures 2030 SDG Gender 

Index, Africa Gender Equality Index, GDI, GII, GEM, GPI, 
WEAI)

•	�Large-scale campaign (Deliver For Good)

•	�GE/E guidance (WEPs, Oxfam, GRI/IFC)
•	�GE/E assessment (WEPs Gender Gap Analysis Tool,  

Gender Strategy Toolkit, EDGE, Helix, BBI, UN Women)
•	�GE/E index (Behind the Brands, Get Led Better, In Her 

Sight, Blendscore, Equileap, Bloomberg)
•	�Gender lens investing (PAX, Veris, gender lens investing 

supported by Equileap data)
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Current GE/E landscape     

The most relevant among these for the purposes of developing a  
new GE/E benchmark are the initiatives that are both company-  
and gender-focused, which are briefly summarized in Annex 1 
– Current company-/gender-focused GE/E initiatives. A review of 
these initiatives reveals that there is, indeed, a rich set of infor-
mation and insight available to leverage when developing a new 
GE/E benchmark. It also reveals that there are gaps that persist 
that should be addressed were a corporate benchmark to be 
developed that focuses specifically on the role of companies in 
promoting gender equality and empowerment. These gaps include:

•	 �Inconsistent approaches to GE/E – There is variability in the 
language used to address GE/E, the framing/choice of issues 
to focus on, the detailed metrics used to capture a particular 
type of data, and the comprehensiveness of GE/E dimensions 
addressed.

•	 �Gender data challenges – There are many gender data gaps, 
beginning with limited access to gender disaggregated data. 
Indicators, and the respective data collected for them, are 
used inconsistently. There is limited transparency into gender  
data that is collected, often blinding company-specific data, 
and there is limited gender data from publicly available sources.

	 -	� �Limited quality of gender data – Data capturing the exi-
stence of company policies is much more readily available, 

compared to data capturing actions being taken and/or 
outcomes/results being achieved to address the issues 
behind them.

•	 �Limited depth into full value chain – There is much more 
focus on the workplace rather than on marketplace, supply 
chain, and community.

•	 �Lack of full transparency – Comparative company lists are 
limited and are typically proprietary and/or available only 
for a fee.

•	 �Lack of comprehensive ranking of companies – There is no 
single, comprehensive, detailed and free-of-charge ranking 
of companies that exists today.  In Her Sight [13] and Get Led  
Better [14] rank based on very limited metrics. Bloomberg’s 
Gender-Equality Index [15] does not rank companies, nor 
reveal company-specific performance. Equileap [16] is the 
most advanced, offering a Global Report and Top 200 ranking 
as well as other research reports for free, with more detailed 
information available for a fee. 

•	� Exclusion of non-listed companies – Existing initiatives  
focus primarily on listed companies, where public scrutiny, 
and therefore data access, is greater.
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Current GE/E landscape     

•	� Exclusion of SMEs – Existing initiatives focus on large multi- 
national companies, e.g., with a market capitalisation of $1 or 
2 billion+.

•	 �Underrepresentation of emerging markets – Existing initia-
tives focus on large multinational companies that are primarily 
based in developed economies. 

The learnings and gaps from current GE/E initiatives were taken 
into account when developing the proposed framework that follows. 



Benchmarking GE/E
Framework for approaching a new GE/E benchmark

Developing a new GE/E benchmark requires an approach that 
is: integrated, in that it captures the full breadth of the value 
chain; holistic, in that it considers the broader context and many 
dimensions affecting gender equality and empowerment; and 
balanced, in that it recognizes the varied ways in which companies 
can take action and drive change. 

An integrated approach

Often, the dialogue surrounding gender equality and empowerment 
at companies is focused on the workplace, a company’s direct 
operations which are also within its most immediate control. For 
example, companies’ GE/E performance may be measured by the 
number of women on its Board of Directors or in its leadership, 
like at Get Led Better [14]. This makes sense, as a company’s 
direct operations are easiest to measure and less likely to be 
confounded by other factors. Further, research shows that there 
is a positive correlation between women in corporate leadership 
and corporate performance [17] [18]. 

In parallel, however, there is a growing amount of research that 
proves that this is only a starting point. This research reinforces the 
importance of looking beyond the workplace and into all elements 
of the full value chain, including the marketplace, supply chain 
and community. With an integrated approach, a gender lens is 
applied everywhere - not just within leadership or HR, but also 
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“An integrated approach requires embedding gender considerations 

throughout company functions, processes, policies, values, and 

relationships across the company value chain. It also means that 

opportunities for women’s empowerment are not housed in isolated 

silos of different departments. Rather, they are considered in different 

decisions along the value chain, prioritized by company leadership, 

and reiterated in company values and mission statements.” [4]

Business for Social Responsibility (BSR)
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Benchmarking GE/E
Framework for approaching a new GE/E benchmark  

across a company’s broader employee base, among the 3rd party 
actors it engages with, in the products/services it offers, and in the 
communities it is a part of. Here, a company applies the same 
values, policies and standards to all actors along its value chain as 
it does to itself internally [19]. Beyond women in the workplace, 
this integrated approach considers the:

•	� Marketplace – where women create and control an increasing  
share of wealth in many parts of the world and often tend to  
acquire goods and services on behalf of the entire household  
[20]. As such, developing products and services with women 
in mind can ensure companies meet the needs of women 
consumers. This can be relevant particularly when women 
face poor access to goods and services, for example in the 
case of financial products and services, agricultural inputs, 
technology, health care, information, energy, etc. It can also 
contribute to shifting gender stereotypes that influence how 
we think and act, as in the media industry which reflects 
but also amplifies and entrenches inequalities between men 
and women.

•	� Supply chain – where women serve as producers,  
entrepreneurs, workers and distributors, among others;  
and, in export-oriented industries such as apparel and  
agriculture, where they play a key role but are often  

the lowest paid and in the most vulnerable jobs [4]. The  
recognition that companies have a responsibility to  
improve gender equality within their supply chains has 
grown significantly in the past ten years [21]. 

•	� Community – where women act as existing or potential  
employees, suppliers or customers, as well as family/ 
community members and/or civil society representatives 
of them. Companies can promote gender equality and  
empowerment by effectively engaging with key community 
stakeholders in the form of risk management, community 
investment/outreach, philanthropy or active influence/ 
engagement with local officials [19].

With this in mind, and whilst addressing a current gap in GE/E efforts 
(i.e., limited depth into full value chain), a new GE/E benchmark 
should consider an integrated approach that captures the full 
breadth of the value chain, and its respective stakeholders, as 
indicated in Table 2 below.
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It is worth noting that stakeholders vary by industry. Therefore, 
when developing a new GE/E benchmark, industry-specific stake-
holder lists should be developed to more accurately capture the 
realities of a given sector. For example, the Apparel sector might 
include textile companies (spinning, weaving, dyeing, printing) 
and garment manufacturers; the Food/Beverage sector, bottlers/ 
packagers and drivers; and the Tech industry, Customer Support.

Value chain element Key stakeholders

Workplace Leaders/Employers

Employees

Marketplace Consumers

Supply chain Workers

Suppliers/contractors

Manufacturers

Distributors

Retailers

Community Family

Community members

Governments

Benchmarking GE/E
Framework for approaching a new GE/E benchmark  



	

Table 3 – Key dimensions of a holistic GE/E benchmark

NOTE: Indicators specifically related to ‘empowerment’ appear most overtly in the “Personal” dimension; however, it is important to capture both the gender equality (‘access to’) and empowerment (‘control over’) 

aspects across all dimensions – e.g., the extent to which companies provide women with leadership training, as well as the extent to which women exercise their power and actually attend such trainings.
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Personal Economic Access to Resources Health/Safety Socio-cultural Legal/Political

•	�Agency/ Decision  
making/ leadership

•	��Self-confidence/ 
-esteem/ -efficacy

•	�Participation/   
job segregation

•	Recruitment/ retention
•	Compensation
•	Contract types
•	Promotion
•	Education/ training
•	�Professional networks/  

mentors

•	Land rights
•	Financial inclusion
•	Digital inclusion

•	�Access to (mental) health 
services

•	Health insurance
•	�SRHR (contraception,  

abortion, pre/post natal 
care)

•	�Workplace (safety,  
equipment, facilities)

•	Freedom of movement
•	�Freedom from gender- 

based violence

•	Discrimination
•	Social norms
•	Social networks
•	Role of men/ boys
•	�Unpaid care (maternity/  

paternity leave, child/ 
dependent care support, 
flexible work)

•	Marriage/ family planning 

•	�Legal protection  
(existence, awareness, 
use)

•	�Freedom of association 
(trade union  
representation)

•	�Political voice  
(knowledge, use, voice)

•	Paid parental leave

A holistic approach 

Most research supports the fact that gender equality and empower-
ment are complex, multi-dimensional issues. At the same time, the 
current landscape focused on gender equality and empowerment 
is vast. In the end, we are left with many points of view on an 
inherently complex topic. As previously mentioned, this report 
does not aim to resolve this inconsistency or complexity; but rather, 
it suggests the need for a simple, yet comprehensive, approach. 

This holistic approach considers the broader context of GE/E as  

well as its many dimensions, including personal, economic, access 
to resources, health/safety, socio-cultural and legal/political. It 
draws from the unique points of view of current leading GE/E 
initiatives and frameworks (see Annex 2 – Current leading GE/E 
initiatives taking a holistic approach) and attempts to strike a 
balance between comprehensiveness and simplicity. 

As a starting point and in Table 3 below, the details of a holistic 
approach are summarized, though they are indeed subject to 
change with future consultation with experts. 

Benchmarking GE/E
Framework for approaching a new GE/E benchmark  
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A balanced approach

Finally, a new GE/E benchmark requires an approach that is 
balanced. This means that it recognizes that factors contributing 
to GE/E go beyond the control of companies, but that companies 
can also modulate their actions and the ways that they drive 
change. This approach captures both how strategic a company’s 
position is on GE/E (e.g., how they commit at the highest level), 
as well as how actionable it is (e.g., how they act/engage in their  

workplace and supply chain; how they enable or influence those  
areas beyond their direct control). This approach is adapted from 
compelling research that recognizes the different roles that 
companies can play in promoting GE/E, from how they “act, enable 
and influence” [22], to how they “engage, enable and advocate 
[4]. The key elements of a balanced approach are summarized 
in Table 4 below.

Ways to drive change Within/ beyond company’s direct control Key stakeholders Example(s)

Commit Within •	Leaders/Employers •	Governance/organizational structure
•	Goals/targets
•	Strategy
•	Stakeholder engagement

Act/ engage Within •	Employees
•	�(Owned) Workers / Suppliers /  

Manufacturers / Distributors / Retailers
•	Consumers

•	Company policies
•	Company practices
•	Company investments
•	Products & services

Enable Within AND beyond •	�Third party) Workers / Suppliers/ 
contractors / Manufacturers / 
Distributors / Retailers

•	Supply chain mapping
•	Contract types/terms
•	Procurement policies
•	Company practices

Influence/ advocate Beyond •	Family
•	Community members
•	Governments

•	Corporate research / communications
•	Community investment
•	Philanthropy
•	Partnerships (e.g., women’s funds, NGOs)
•	Advocacy on policy platforms

Table 4 – Key elements of a balanced GE/E benchmark

Benchmarking GE/E
Framework for approaching a new GE/E benchmark  
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Bringing it all together

Developing a new GE/E benchmark that is integrated, holistic 
and balanced offers a comprehensive approach to assessing 
the extent to which companies promote gender equality and 
empowerment. It addresses some key gaps in the current GE/E 
landscape, while respecting the very real challenges that exist  

today. It also remains flexible, allowing industry-specific and 
other nuances to be addressed as needed. This framework is 
summarized in Figure 1 below where, for each intersection point, 
specific metrics/indicators can be considered for inclusion in a 
GE/E benchmark.

Figure 1 – An integrated, holistic & balanced approach to a new GE/E benchmark

Benchmarking GE/E
Framework for approaching a new GE/E benchmark  
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In the development of this proposed framework, a variety of ad-
ditional insights were collected that should be kept in mind when  
developing a new GE/E benchmark and defining its respective 
data metrics/indicators. These include:

•	� Commitment: In order to maximize their GE/E impact, com-
panies should take both a strategic and actionable approach: 
strategic, in that it demonstrates overarching, high-level 
commitment; and actionable, in that it invites specific action 
on specific issues. “Commitment” in and of itself may not 
be an explicit theme as compared to other ‘dimensions’ of a  
holistic approach. Instead, it captures a company’s overall  
commitment to GE/E at the highest level – including go-
vernance, leadership commitment and accountability, goal/
target setting, gender strategy definition, and stakeholder 
engagement. The importance of capturing commitment 
separately is also captured in the Seafood Stewardship Index 
(inspired by the Access to Seeds Index and the Access to 
Medicine Index), where it is one of three indicator categories: 
commitment, transparency and performance.  Commitment 
can also be captured toward a specific theme, as Equileap 
currently does regarding gender pay gaps [16], for example.

•	� Building on existing work: There is an extensive set of existing  
GE/E work that should be leveraged here, in particular those  
that have already identified different types of detailed  
metrics and indicators that can be used to measure specific  
dimensions. For example, taking the “Promotion” theme within 
the “Economic” dimension:

	
	 -	� GRI & UNGC translate SDG 5 and its first target (5.1 End all 

forms of discrimination against all women and girls every-
where) into relevant business reporting metrics including: 
whether or not legal frameworks are in place to promote, 
enforce and monitor equality and non-discrimination on the 
basis of sex; and % females per employee category. [23]

	 -	� WEPs, in its “Equal Opportunity, Inclusion & Non-discrimi-
nation” principle includes: implementation of gender- 
sensitive recruitment and retention practices and proactive 
recruitment and appointment of women to managerial and 
executive positions and to the corporate board of directors; 
assuring sufficient participation of women – 30% or greater – 
in decision-making and governance at all levels and across  
all business areas. [24]

	

Benchmarking GE/E
Framework for approaching a new GE/E benchmark  
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	 -	� Equileap [16] in its measurement of: 
		  •	� “Gender Balance in Leadership and Workforce” captures 

promotion and career development opportunities in a 
ratio of each gender in management compared to a ratio 
of each gender in total employees. 

		  •	� “Equal compensation and Work-Life Balance” captures 
companies’ commitment to provide comparable wages, 
hours, and benefits for comparable work.

-	 Further, a variety of other sources consider a company’s:
		  •	� Career development policy
		  •	� Re-entry rates
		  •	� Gender composition of talent and promotion pools or 

leadership development participant groups
		  •	� Outcomes from potential / succession readiness assess-

ments by gender
		  •	� Rates of promotion by gender
		  •	� Performance ratings by gender

Ultimately, when defining each detailed metric, it will be helpful 
to take stock of existing approaches, and pair these with relevant 
data realities (e.g., relative importance of data, ease of data 
collection, etc.) to determine the best way forward.

•	 Data challenges:

	 -	� Data availability/disclosure: In general, gender data availa-
bility is a challenge, particularly in developing economies. 
Data often becomes more opaque the further beyond a 
company’s direct control you go. For example, third party  
(supply chain) actors are challenging to extract data from, 
due to limited data availability and/or unwillingness to 
disclose information. These challenges should not serve as 
a deterrent, but rather, will require exploring: 

		  •	� the extent to which a company gender disaggregates 
company data; 

		  •	� prioritizing ‘easy to capture’ data; 
		  •	� pushing the boundaries of ‘more difficult’ data collection; 
		  •	� leveraging the role of investors in their scrutiny of 

companies to drive improvements in disclosure [12]; 
		  •	 �or leveraging the role of the WBA in achieving disclosure 

under specific terms.  

		�  It can also be helpful to begin by focusing on data linked 
to specific legal regulations or requirements, as companies 

Benchmarking GE/E
Framework for approaching a new GE/E benchmark  
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may be more equipped/interested in sharing data of this sort. 
For example, when considering compensation, companies 
are expected to commit to paying living wages that meet or 
exceed statutory requirements for all (including temporary 
and sub-contracted) workers, as reflected in ILO conventions  
and UDHR articles; these living wage data are a good star-
ting point, particularly if they are/can be gender disaggre-
gated. That said, as GE/E is often addressed in very limited 
ways, if at all, in codes of conduct, it would also be helpful to 
reference BSR’s work that offers a gender-sensitive analysis 
of codes of conduct principles [25].

	 -	� Quality of data: There is a need to move beyond a com-
pany’s GE/E policies (e.g., whether/not they’re in place) 
and further into its practices (e.g., how these policies are  
enforced and measured). This can be difficult, as evidenced 
in the work of the Workforce Disclosure Initiative, which 
found a disconnect between disclosure of workforce policies 
and workforce practices, where few companies disclosed 
the actions taken to implement their policies or how these 
outcomes were then monitored. [12]

	 -	� Relative importance of data: Not all GE/E data metrics 
should be equal. While potentially challenging to define, 
the relative weighting of each factor against an overall 
performance score should be considered. For example, some 
may argue that “act/engage” elements should be prioritized 

over “influence/advocate” elements for companies hesitant 
to partake in advocacy work due to the potential conflict 
of interest it could expose. Or, some may argue that a 
company addressing a gender wage gap is more important 
than whether/not it provides mentoring support.

	 -	� Prioritization of data elements: With such an extensive 
set of factors to consider comes an even more extensive set 
of possible indicators to help measure them. To this end, 
it will be important to distinguish between the ‘must-have’ 
and ‘nice-to-have’ elements where possible.

•	� Phasing: A phased approach to capturing these dimensions 
should be considered, where ‘must-have’, more easily accessible 
and/or more heavily weighted data points could be collected first, 
with an eventual goal of becoming more comprehensive with time.

•	� Industry-specific considerations: Industries will vary in their 
key value chain stakeholders, both in the the type of stake- 
holders as well as in the balance of owned versus third-party  
actors (which also impacts the balance of acting/engaging 
vs. influencing a company does). Therefore, when developing a 
new GE/E benchmark, industry-specific stakeholder lists should 
be developed to more accurately capture the realities of a 
given sector. For example, the Apparel sector might include 
textile companies (spinning, weaving, dyeing, printing) and
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garment manufacturers; the Food/Beverage sector, bottlers/ 
packagers and drivers; and the Tech industry, Customer Support. 
Additionally, the list of key GE/E themes will also vary by industry, 
depending on how material a given theme is within a specific 
industry. For example, when considering “Access to Resources”, 
land rights are much more relevant in the Food/Beverage sector,  
while digital inclusion is much more relevant in the Finance, Tech 
and Telecomm sectors. Or, informal employment of women in 
low-income countries is a more significant issue in the supply 
chain of Food/Beverage companies while the promotion of women 
leaders in the workplace is a bigger issue in Tech.
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As noted above, taking an integrated, holistic and balanced 
approach to a new GE/E benchmark implies covering an extensive 
set of factors – from all stakeholders along the value chain, to all 
dimensions of gender equality and empowerment, to the balance 
of high-level commitment, action and enablement, and influence 
or advocacy. To this end, it will be helpful to prioritize among 
these wherever possible.

Priority themes

Gender equality and empowerment are indeed complex, with a 
host of potential dimensions and themes to consider (as indicated 
in Table 3 above) as well as their respective detailed metrics. While  
they are all important, to varying degrees depending on the specific 
context, it is helpful to prioritize among them where possible. A 
good starting point for doing so is SDG 5 itself, where its targets 
focus on a subset of the themes indicated in this report. Further, 
McKinsey’s research identified 10 “impact zones” which could 
move more than 75% of women affected by gender inequality 
globally closer to parity. [26] Finally, when reviewing the full 
list of possible GE/E themes, it is helpful to consider the areas 
where companies are hypothesized to have the most potential 
impact. When taken together, these filters helped identify a set 
of priority themes for a new GE/E benchmark, but they do not 
imply that other themes are unimportant or should be avoided. 
While this list may evolve during the detailed development phase 
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of a new GE/E benchmark, the suggested priority themes (by 
dimension) include:
	

	 •	 Personal

		  -	� Agency – which helps overtly capture empowerment- 
focused metrics

	

	 •	 Economic

		  -	� Labour participation – which addresses the pervasive 
labour force participation gap among women [2] [27], 
with a particular focus on quality/leadership roles

		  -	� Gender wage gap – which reflects the pervasive gender 
wage gap globally [2] [28]

		  -	� Professional development/education – which reflects 
unequal education levels broadly [26] as well as those 
specific to certain sectors (e.g., STEM in Tech) [29] 

	

	 •	 Access to Resources

		  -	� Land/Financial/Digital inclusion – where, mostly in de-
veloping countries, women are less likely to have access 
to ownership/control over land, own a bank account 
[30], own a mobile device and/or access the internet 
[31], and where gender-sensitive products/services 
don’t always exist   

	 •	 Health & Safety 

		  -	� Freedom from gender-based violence – which reflects 
the startling research that 1 in 3 women will experience 
gender-based violence in her lifetime [32]  

		  -	� Access to SRHR – which considers a range of issues, from 
pregnancy-/childbirth-related deaths [33] to limited 
access to contraception or appropriate healthcare services

		  -	� Workplace safety – which echoes the overlap with SDG 
8 that, for example, directly references the challenges 
that migrant women face in precarious employment

	

	 •	 Socio-cultural

		  -	� Culture of non-discrimination – which covers the full 
value chain, from a toxic masculinity culture in the 
workplace, to women’s unmet needs in product design, 
to a broader culture of discrimination at home and in 
the community, all of which are exacerbated among 
low-income women [27]   

		  -	� Unpaid care – a common theme in the research, which 
shows how women spend 2.5x more time on unpaid 
care and domestic work than men [2] and therefore 
confront many more limitations in their work
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	 •	 Legal/political 

		  -	� (Advocacy for) Legal protection & political represen-
tation – which, while further removed from the direct 
control of companies, is a significant challenge as women 
are vastly underrepresented in government [34] and 
are legally restricted from participating in the economy 
in many countries [35] 

Most of the themes listed above are particularly relevant for a 
company’s actions centred in the workplace and supply chain. 
The main exceptions include “culture of non-discrimination”, 
which is very relevant across the full value chain, and “land/
financial/digital inclusion”, which are particularly focused in the 
marketplace and community. Further, in the spirit of compre-
hensiveness, these themes should indeed be considered a good 
starting point, with the ultimate ambition of capturing most/all 
themes over time.

Priority industries

While GE/E is relevant for all industries, a new GE/E benchmark 
can begin by focusing on a subset of industries and broaden its 
scope over time.  This will help focus energy and resources, as 
well as allow for enough depth into a specific industry.
 

Through research and consultation with a select group of experts, 
a set of key criteria was identified to help prioritize industries. 
To begin with, specific industries were assessed on the extent of  
their potential impact on gender equality and empowerment. 
This was assessed, first, at a general level, leveraging an online 
survey conducted by WBA which asks the general public to 
select which industries they believe could make the most material 
impact on SDG 5 [36]. Second, it assesses industry impact at  
a more detailed level, particularly as relates to the number of 
women a given industry employs as well as the number of female 
consumers it reaches. Unfortunately, an extensive literature review 
did not identify a single (and cost-neutral) cross-industry research 
source on these data points; rather, this assessment leveraged 
a mix of varied, relevant, sometimes industry-specific sources. 
This research captures, for example, how women are over-repre-
sented in the Services (vs. Industry and Agriculture) sector [37], 
more represented as CEOs and Board members in the Consumer 
discretionary/staples and Financials industries [38] and more  
represented in staff roles in the Media/Entertainment/Information, 
Professional Services, Financial Services and Healthcare industries  
[39]. Women also represent a larger consumer base in the 
Healthcare, Professional Services and Media/Entertainment/
Information industries [39].
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In addition to assessing industries’ potential impact on GE/E, their 
current over-/under-performance on GE/E was also assessed, both 
generally as well as specific to certain themes.  Here, two sources 
were used: (1) Equileap [16] and (2) industry-specific research 
that was conducted across a variety of sources noted below. The  
former leveraged Equileap’s assessment and ranking of companies’  
progress towards gender equality to compile average industry- 
level gender equality scores. This data revealed that, in general, 
all industries were underperforming regarding gender equality, 
with an average score of 27% (out of a possible 100%). Better 
performers included: Basic Materials; select Consumer industries 
including Cosmetics, Lodging and Airlines; Food/Beverage/
Agriculture; and Media & Telecomm. Lower performers included: 
Energy; select Communications industries including Internet and 
Entertainment; Industrial (except Engineering, Aerospace and 
Packaging); and Technology (except Computers). Some sectors 
showed very mixed scores, including of particular note: Financial  
sector, with much higher scores among Banks and Insurance and 
much lower scores with investment-related sub-industries; Tech-
nology, with much lower scores in software and semiconductors.  

Finally, in addition to these more quantitative measures, a qualitative 
assessment was conducted to ensure that the set of priority 
industries that was selected offers appropriate coverage of all 
key elements of the full value chain as well as all prioritized GE/E 

themes that have been identified. Having appropriate coverage of 
the full value chain means both that the full value chain is addressed 
for each industry as well as that, for a specific industry, a specific 
element of the value chain is explored more deeply because it 
is particularly relevant to that industry and/or because there is 
a robust research base to build on and learn from. For example, 
going deeper into supply chain focused factors is particularly 
critical in the Apparel and Food/Beverage industries. A similar 
approach was taken to ensure appropriate coverage of the 
prioritized GE/E themes. For example, access to digital resources 
is an important theme to address in the Telecommunications 
industry, where women are less likely to own a mobile phone 
and access/use the internet [31]

Based on these criteria, following are the suggested industries to 
prioritize, including a detailed rationale for each. This list leverages 
industry naming conventions from the Global Industry Classification 
Standard [40].

	� Apparel – Also referred to as the garment sector, 
the apparel industry has inspired much attention and 

energy around gender equality and empowerment. 
Initiatives like the Clean Clothes Campaign or the

Fair Wear Foundation address, among others, the need to consider  
women’s rights and needs within apparel companies. This is both  
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because about three quarters of garment workers worldwide are 
female [41], and because the female consumer base is so robust 
in the apparel industry. Research [42] [43] [44] reveals that the  
more common GE/E-related themes faced in the apparel industry  
include: labour participation, ranging from occupational segre-
gation to limited supervisory roles; gender wage gap, particularly 
as linked to the pervasive informal economy, discriminatory contract 
practices and long working hours; gender-based violence; work-
place safety, including poor labour conditions and poor hygiene; 
and legal protection, specifically the lack of sufficient trade union 
representation. Facing many issues related to gender equality 
and empowerment in their factories, the apparel industry offers 
an opportunity to dive deeper into the supply chain in particular. 

	� Food & Beverage – Globally, women play a signifi-
cant role in the Agriculture sector, which is directly 
linked to the Food & Beverage industry. Agriculture 
is the most important source of employment for

women in low-income and lower-middle income countries [45]. 
Women represent an average of 43% of the agricultural labour 
force in developing countries, ranging from 20% or less in Latin 
America to 50% or more in parts of Asia and Africa [46] [47]. 
Key GE/E themes to address in the context of the Food & Beverage 
industry include: access to (land) resources, where women farmers 
control less land and have more limited access to inputs, seeds, 

credits and extension services [46] [47]; unpaid care, as women 
often carry the burden of domestic care including, for example, 
household food preparation or daily biomass (for fuel) collection 
[46]; gender-based violence, particularly as sexual harassment 
by male supervisors is common and often goes unreported [42]; 
access to SRHR where in banana plantations in Latin America and 
West Africa, for example, women have no ante- or post-natal 
maternity rights or face pregnancy/nursing risks at work [42]; 
and promotion, where only 1 in 5 food industry executives are 
women [48]. With gender equality and empowerment remai-
ning important on farms and other food/beverage production 
sites in particular, the Food & Beverage industry also offers an 
opportunity to dive deeper into the supply chain.

	� Information Technology – The Information Techno-
logy industry is also no stranger to gender equality

	 and empowerment discourse. It is indeed still a man’s
	 world, with fewer women employees and only 5% 
of leadership positions being held by women [20]. Furthermore, 
the industry’s potential to change business models and address 
unconscious biases could significantly impact gender equality and 
empowerment on a broader scale. Key GE/E themes to explore 
more deeply include: discrimination, including an embedded ge-
nder bias in the funding of start-ups [20], a hostile macho culture 
[49], and a self-selection bias where girls don’t consider a tech 
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career [50]; labour participation and promotion, as noted in the 
overwhelmingly male workforce [51] [52] [49]; gender wage gap, 
where for example women in top US STEM jobs are paid an 
average of 89 cents for every dollar a man makes [53]; and pro-
fessional development/training, where girls are less likely to study  
STEM subjects at school and this continues through university 
and into their careers [54] [50], where digital skills/literacy are 
one of the key factors keeping women and girls from using digital 
technologies, and despite the fact that digital fluency is helping 
to level the playing field between men and women at work [55]. 
The Information Technology industry presents a great opportunity 
to more thoroughly explore workplace-related GE/E themes.

	� Financials – Broadly, the finance sector appears to  
be a leader in gender equality and empowerment in  
terms of high female employment; however, women 
are also less likely to progress beyond junior levels

[56]. Further, while a 7% gender gap in terms of account ownership 
exists globally, this can be nearly 30% in select countries and 
translates to about 980 million unbanked women around the 
world [30]. Key GE/E themes in the Financials industry include: 
discrimination, particularly as relates to the design of, and ac-
cess to, gender-sensitive financial products and services; access 
to (financial) resources, where about 90% of 173 countries rese-
arched had at least one law impeding women’s economic op-

portunities including opening a bank account, accessing proper-
ty titles or having sufficient identification [57] [35] and access 
to (digital financial) resources like mobile money, as linked to 
digital access challenges addressed in the Telecommunications 
industry details below. While there are important themes to be 
addressed in the workplace, there is also a lucrative opportunity 
to deep-dive into the marketplace when developing a new GE/E 
benchmark for the Financials industry, in order to help to ad-
dress the discrimination that female consumers face.

�Communication Services – This refers to the new version of GICS 
effective from September 2018, which broadens the Telecom-
munication Services sector and includes companies that facilitate 
communication as well as offer related content through various 
media [40]. When developing a new GE/E benchmark for this 
sector, a greater focus will be placed on the community element 
of the value chain, addressing the broader and often discrimina-
tory social norms and networks women face regularly.

	� Telecommunication Services – In the Telecommuni- 
cation Services sector, which focuses on access to 
communication (especially mobile/digital), there  
is significant potential to impact gender equality

and empowerment, given the 41% global labour force participation 
rate of women in this sector [58] and the pervasive gender gap 
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in mobile phone ownership and internet access [31]. Key GE/E 
themes to address here include: access to (digital) resources, 
where women are less likely to own a mobile phone and access/
use the internet [31]; and professional development/training, as 
women face lower digital literacy.

	� Media & Entertainment – The Media & Entertainment  
industry, which focuses on the content and infor-
mation that is communicated to the public, can also 
greatly impact gender equality and empowerment.

It can both provide a platform that amplifies women’s voices as  
well as challenges discriminatory social norms [59] and stereo-
types [60]. Here, only 1 in 4 people heard, read about, or seen 
in newspapers, television and radio news is female, which also 
translates to digital news delivery platforms [60], paired with 
only 4% of stories clearly challenging gender stereotypes [60]. 
Key GE/E themes in this industry include: discrimination, where 
women are portrayed across different types of media in tradi-
tional, sexualised, or auxiliary roles far more than men [61] and 
are the focus of only 10% of news stories [59]; gender-based 
violence, as reflected in the recent #MeToo and #TimesUp 
movements as well as in the online abuse women disproportio-
nately face [60]; promotion, where women occupy only 27% of 
top management jobs [60] [62]; and social networks, an area of 
more limited research but with enormous potential impact.

It is worth noting that two other industries were also strongly 
considered as priorities for a new GE/E benchmark. First, in the 
Healthcare industry, women are particularly disadvantaged in 
*positions in global health [63] [64]. That said, this sector was 
excluded at this stage given the challenges in navigating such a  
heavily regulated landscape. Second, the “Industry” sector (which 
comprises both the Energy and Materials industries) are lagging 
furthest behind in terms of women employees and leaders [20], 
also putting women at risk for being marginalized and even 
bypassed when it comes to green employment expansion [65]. 
This sector’s heterogeneity is also so pronounced that making 
meaningful comparisons is much more challenging (e.g., comparing 
a chemicals company to an airline is challenging). Given this 
complex structure as well as the much more gender unequal 
landscape, this sector was also excluded at this stage. However, 
with time and experience in other sectors, these should remain 
high priorities for a later phase.

Priority companies

Within each prioritized industry, a list of target companies should 
be developed. The WBA intends to target companies within 
specific industries which will be selected based on their impact 
and potential contribution to GE/E. These ‘keystone actors’ are 
those seen as crucial to shifting norms and driving sustainable 
change within a given industry. They are often large companies 
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at the forefront of developments and investments within their 
sector, providing a model for other firms to follow. Most of these  
keystone actors work with thousands of business partners 
throughout their value chains. 

With this in mind, the most logical starting point is to prioritize 
companies based on their size, as this helps maximize their overall 
impact to gender equality and empowerment globally. Other 
gender equality indices (e.g., Bloomberg; Equileap) typically do 
this by focusing on total revenues/sales or market capitalization. 
It is therefore likely that listed companies and companies based 
in developed countries will be prioritized. Stakeholder dialogue 
throughout the consultation phase for this benchmark will help to 
identify other priority criteria for company inclusion. Additionally, 
this list can be informed by existing benchmarks developed by 
WBA, Index Initiative and its partners, so that existing relation- 
ships can be leveraged wherever possible. Ultimately, the metho-
dology used for this GE/E benchmark can be used by other 
companies beyond those originally targeted, including SMEs 
and companies based in emerging markets. To help inform this 
process, a list of relevant sources to leverage per industry is included 
in Table 5 below. 

Table 5 – Potential sources to determine priority companies for GE/E benchmark

Industry Possible source(s)

General •	Equileap database [16]

Apparel •	Fashion Transparency Index 2018 (Fashion Revolution) [66]
•	Combined Top 200 Fashion Companies (Fashion United) [67]

Food & 
Beverage

•	�World's top 100 food and beverage processors based on 
annual sales (Food Engineering annual report) [68]

•	Access to Nutrition Index [69]

Information 
Technology

•	Top 100 Global Tech Leaders (Reuter’s) [70]

Financials •	�List of largest financial services companies by revenue (Forbes 
Global 2000) [71]

Communication 
Services 
(Telecomm + 
Media)

•	World’s Biggest Media Companies (Forbes Global 2000) [71]
•	GSMA/GSMA Intelligence [72]
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Conclusion

It is clear that there is a need for a new benchmark focused on 
gender equality and empowerment. This is both because GE/E is a 
persistent issue as well as because there is room for companies to  
evolve in how they help drive GE/E globally. A new GE/E benchmark 
should focus on measuring companies’ progress against SDG 
5 specifically, but should also address the overlaps with other 
relevant SDGs. While there is a lot of work that exists today to 
build on, this also introduces the challenges of developing a new 
GE/E benchmark that simplifies a complex space, captures a 
comprehensive set of factors while also remains manageable in 
length, and addresses persistent gaps in the current landscape.

When approaching a new GE/E benchmark, it is best to utilize an 
approach that is integrated, holistic and balanced. An integrated 
approach ensures the full breadth of the value chain is considered, 
beyond the workplace and deeper into the marketplace, supply 
chain, and community, all of which are less deeply understood 
and therefore likely to pose more challenges to understand better.  
A holistic approach considers the many dimensions affecting gender  
equality and empowerment; it builds on the many approaches 
that exist today and establishes an approach that collates them 
all simply. Finally, a balanced approach recognizes the varied ways  
in which companies can take action and drive change based on 
that which is both within and beyond their direct control. This 
approach should also leverage the learnings from existing work 

in the GE/E space, working through data challenges rather than 
circumventing them, considering a phased approach and respecting 
industry-specific differences.  

Finally, given how broad and complex gender equality and 
empowerment are, a new GE/E benchmark should prioritize where 
possible. It should aim to focus on key themes that maximize 
impact and/or leverage on-going momentum. It should also focus 
on industries (Apparel, Food/Beverage, Information Technology, 
Financials, Telecommunication Services, and Media/Entertainment) 
that stand to drive the most impact and that allow for good co-
verage of the various topics identified, to build a solid foundation 
for benchmarking GE/E.
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Name Description

GE/E guidance Women’s 
Empowerment Principles (WEPs) 
(UN Women + UNGC)

A partnership initiative of UN Women and UN Global Compact (UNGC ) that provides a set of 
considerations to help the private sector focus on key elements integral to promoting gender equality 
in the workplace, marketplace and community. [24]

Gender Equality: It’s your 
business (Oxfam)

This ‘briefing for business’ concentrates on gender equality and the responsibilities of business to 
uphold and promote it. It presents a compelling rationale for why companies should pay attention to 
gender equality as well as how they can better address it in their business, including recommended 
actions and case studies. It covers 4 key areas: 1, Business as a large, direct employer; 2, Business as a 
key player in value chains; 3, Businessas a purchaser of food commodities; 4, Business as a provider 
of products and services in developing countries. [21]

Embedding Gender in 
Sustainability Reporting (GRI + 
IFC)

An educational resource that considers current gender equality measurements (starting with GRI). 
This report highlights some of the existing and emerging business drivers for improving practices 
and reporting on material gender issues. It includes: trends; suggestions for implementation/practice; 
current GRI /other measurements related to gender; and examples of gender equality policies & 
legislation, as well as practices & reporting. [19]

GE/E assessment WEPs Gender Gap Analysis Tool 
(UN Women + UNGC)

The Women’s Empowerment Principles Gender Gap Analysis Tool (WEPs Tool) [73] is a business-driven 
tool designed to help companies from around the world assess gender equality performance across 
the workplace, marketplace, and community. Topics covered by this (private self) assessment include: 
commitment to a gender equality strategy, equal pay, recruitment, supporting parents and caregivers, 
women’s health, inclusive sourcing, and advocacy for gender equality in communities of operation. 
Companies can use the tool to:
•	 Assess the company’s strategic approach to gender equality
•	 Identify gaps and opportunities for continuous improvement
•	 Learn about best practices on gender equality globally
•	 Set concrete goals and targets, and measure progress over time
•	 Benchmark against peers and industry standards
•	 Leverage global gender equality resources to guide future actions
•	� Contribute to the UN Sustainable Development Goals by investing in women and girls and  

Making Global Goals, Local Business

Annex 1 – Current company-/gender-focused GE/E initiatives
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Gender Strategy Toolkit 
(Australian government & Work-
place Equality Agency/WGEA)

A key starting point for many Australian organisations is through annual reporting to the Workplace 
Gender Equality Agency (WGEA). The Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012 requires all non-public 
sector employers with 100 or more employees to report to the Agency in a standardised format on 
gender outcomes, including in areas such as workforce composition, pay and flexible work. In return, 
the WGEA provides feedback to each of these employers in the form of confidential, customised 
benchmark reports on their gender performance.

The Gender Strategy Toolkit has been developed to help organisations leverage the value of the 
benchmark data in a strategic, structured and sustainable way. The toolkit also provides guidance 
for those organisations aiming to adopt best practice or become WGEA Employer of Choice for Ge-
nder Equality1 (EOCGE).

There are 12 key focus areas that make up essential components of a comprehensive gender equali-
ty strategy: stakeholder engagement; leadership accountability; strategy and business case; measu-
rement and reporting; policies and processes; supply chain; gender composition; gender pay equity; 
flexibility; talent pipeline; leader and manager capability; gender inclusive culture. [74]

EDGE certification 
(EDGE Certified Foundation)

EDGE Certification [75] is a global assessment methodology and business certification standard for 
gender equality. The methodology uses a business, rather than theoretical approach that incorporates 
benchmarking, metrics and accountability into the process. It assesses policies, practices and numbers 
across five different areas of analysis:

•	 Equal pay for equivalent work
•	 Recruitment and promotion
•	 Leadership development, training and mentoring
•	 Flexible working conditions
•	 Organizational culture
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The Helix – Gender Led Due 
Diligence (League of Allies)

League of Allies is a professional services firm that "in-powers equity" by providing a comprehensi-
ve set of offerings addressing key activities that materially impact Enterprise Value and returns. The-
se include, among others, a Gender lens due diligence [76] for both Alternative Investor transacti-
ons and internal dynamics for GPs and Asset Managers for platform and LP review. Their diagnostic/
due diligence work is rooted in a process called The Helix, named for the structure that mirrors the 
gender balance and interactions required for optimal organic growth. The Helix typically combines 
a proprietary algorithm the League has developed, interviews with key executives, surveys of seg-
mented employees, and an up-front presentation to executives to set context for what is to come. 
Collecting data from Leadership to the Human Capital Pipeline to mitigating Controversy Risks, He-
lixes can be configured for specific applications that range from the needs of Alternative Investors, 
to reviews of GPs/Asset Managers for platforms and LPs, to operating companies of all sizes. 

Helixes deliver: 
•	� An overall numerical value that can be used for internal and external benchmarking, due diligence, 

and can make the firm eligible for a League Seal of Approval
•	� Values and commentary on all relevant functions for internal tracking and due diligence/

post-transaction implementation work
•	� Gender-specific/diverse community perceptions and insights regarding key policies, processes, 

and protocols
•	 Insights into executives––individually and as a team––with topical observations
•	 A roadmap of suggested improvements prioritized by industry research and personal experiences

Blendoor Bias Index (BBI) BBI is a proprietary, real-time bias analytics technology that helps identify where bias is happening 
within specific orgs, teams, and even individual hiring managers. By integrating with a company's 
existing human resource management and applicant tracking systems, its algorithms do all the heavy 
lifting to produce a BBI. Think of it like an 'unconscious bias credit score' that allows a company to 
track, manage, and compare performance to that of similar companies. [77]
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Gender Equality Capacity 
Assessment Tool (UN Women)

Focused on driving gender equality within the UN, this tool is a way to assess the understanding, 
knowledge and skills that a given organization and their staff have on gender equality and women's 
empowerment, and on the organization’s gender architecture and gender policy. Capacity assessment 
refers to the process through which the information is gathered and analysed and also to the results 
of this analysis. The information gathered with this tool can be complemented with more qualitative 
assessment methods such as interviews, focus group discussions and systematic observation.

The tool includes an easy-to-implement questionnaire and guidelines. It is divided into the 
following sections:  the understanding, knowledge and skills that staff have on gender equality, 
women's empowerment, gender policy and architecture of their organization, and guidelines on 
how to consolidate the outcomes of the questionnaire. [78]

GE/E index Behind the Brands (Oxfam) Behind the Brands is part of Oxfam’s GROW campaign to help create a world where everyone has 
enough to eat. It aims to provide people who buy and enjoy food products with the information 
they need to hold the Big 10 to account for what happens in their supply chains. In putting together 
a scorecard based entirely on publicly available information on company policies, they posed the 
question “what are they doing to clean up their supply chains”? [79]

Get Led Better LedBetter is a research group that runs a database and application showcasing the number of women 
in leadership at the world’s top consumer brands and companies. Its mission is to empower and 
educate consumers, policymakers, leaders, journalists and others about the companies they support 
and cover, and improve the public’s understanding of which companies promote gender equality in 
leadership — and which do not. It ranks favorite brands by equality in leadership (board + general). [14]

In Her Sight InHerSight believes that the best way to improve the workplace is by measuring it, so they built a 
safe and completely anonymous platform to measure company support for women. InHerSight 
focuses on 14 key metrics (both formal policies and “soft” policies) that matter most to working 
women, including flexible work hours, maternity and adoptive leave, family growth support
(e.g. child care and lactation rooms), salary satisfaction, mentoring, management opportunities 
for women, and female representation in leadership positions. [13]
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Blendscore (Blendoor) Blendscore is a dynamic scoring system that rates corporate equity, diversity and inclusion for top 
tech companies (in the US) based on 4 focus areas: (1) leadership; (2) retention; (3) recruiting; and 
(4) impact. It pulls from publicly available, open source data. Though the term diversity can be in-
terpreted in several ways, Blendoor has focused specifically on diversity of gender, race, ability, and 
sexual orientation. [80]

Equileap Gender Equality Global 
Report & Ranking (Equileap)

Equileap is the leading data provider on gender equality in the corporate sector. It has developed a 
robust methodology for assessing and ranking company progress towards gender equality [16]. 
The methodology is inspired by the UN’s Women’s Empowerment Principles and includes 19 criteria 
in 4 categories:  A, Gender Balance in Leadership and Workforce; B, Equal Compensation and Work/
Life Balance; C, Policies Promoting Gender Equality; D, Commitment to Women’s Empowerment. 
Equileap’s products & services are tailored for companies, governments and investors. 

Gender Equality Index (GEI) 
(Bloomberg Financial Services)

In May 2016, the Bloomberg Financial Services Gender-Equality Index (BFGEI) was launched, a 
first-of-its-kind reference index measuring the gender equality performance of global financial 
services companies. The index recognizes member firms’ commitment to disclosure and best-in-class 
policies and practices, providing investors with valuable data on internal company statistics, 
employee policies, gender-conscious product offerings and external community engagement. 
The Bloomberg GEI recognizes firms from communications, consumer staples, energy, financials, 
materials and technology, among other sectors, and brings a new level of clarity and awareness
to social and governance information in the gender equality space. Membership includes more 
than 100 firms headquartered in 24 countries and regions.  The index considers internal company 
statistics, employee policies, external community support and engagement, and gender-conscious 
product offerings. [15]
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Gender lens 
investing

PAX Global Women’s Leadership 
Index (PAX)

The Pax Global Women’s Leadership Index* is a customized index of the highest-rated companies 
in the world in advancing women, as rated by Pax World Gender Analytics, and that meet key 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) standards, as rated by MSCI ESG Research. Companies 
are rated by Pax World Gender Analytics based on multiple criteria of gender leadership, including: 
Representation by women on the board of directors; Representation of women in executive 
management; Woman CFOs; Woman CEOs; Whether they are signatories to the Women’s 
Empowerment Principles, a joint initiative of the UN Global Compact and UN Women. The 400 
plus companies that emerge from this research and selection process are, in their view, the best 
companies in the world when it comes to advancing gender diversity and empowering women in 
the workplace. [81]

Gender Lens Investing 
(Veris Wealth Partners)

To meet the specific needs of individuals, families and private foundations, Veris Wealth Partners 
invests in 5 key themes, one of which is “Gender Lens investing” which considers companies’ 
performance related to gender equality. [82]

Gender lens investing supported 
by Equileap data

To date, over USD 630 million is invested in financial products powered by Equileap data [16]. 
Equileap have designed six indices with two leading index providers: Solactive and Morningstar. 
It covers US, North America, Europe, Global and Top 100 indices [83].
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Annex 2 – Current leading GE/E initiatives taking a holistic approach

Below is a compilation of key visual summaries of leading holistic approaches to GE/E that were used to inform the key themes for 
consideration in a new GE/E benchmark.

Women’s Empowerment Principles (UN Women + UNGC) [73] The Power of Parity (McKinsey) [26]
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SDG 5 (United Nations) [84] Building Blocks for an Integrated Approach (ICRW) [85] 
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How-to guide for measuring Women’s Empowerment (Oxfam) [86]

Annexes

10 Priorities for Public Action (UN Women) [2] 
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Global Gender Gap Index (WEF) [87] A Path to Empowerment 
(Harvard Kennedy School + US CoC Foundation) [22] 
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Gender Strategy Toolkit (WGEA) [74]
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Gender Inequality Index (UNDP) [88] 
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African Gender Equality Index 

(African Development Bank Group) [89]
Strategic Framework 2018-21: Pathway to gender equality 

and women’s economic empowerment (UNCDF) [90]
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