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Abstract
This paper investigates the relationship between environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) performance and gender equity in companies operating in the Global South. Using 
data from an ESG rating encompassing approximately 100 companies in one of the largest 
economies in the Global South, we explore whether higher ESG scores are associated 
with greater gender equity. The findings reveal that organizations with higher ESG 
scores demonstrate more robust performance in gender indicators and exhibit greater 
transparency. This relationship is particularly pronounced for companies excelling in the 
social aspects of ESG evaluation. However, despite their reputation for sustainability, 
women still face challenges related to low representation and lower salaries within these 
companies.
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Introduction
This research explores potential correlations between the environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
evaluation of companies in terms of their sustainability practices and management and the level of gender 
equity observed within organizations operating in the Global South. In these regions, companies face 
unique challenges and pressures related to the environment, society, and gender, operating within diverse 
socio-cultural contexts. These countries often grapple with issues such as compromised human rights and 
increased environmental degradation, particularly within the supply chains of large companies.

To achieve this objective, we employ a two-step approach. In the quantitative stage, we analyze the ESG 
performance data from the Bloomberg rating agency and examine six gender markers. In the qualitative 
stage, we interview senior executives from a subset of the analyzed companies to explore potential 
mechanisms underlying this relationship.

This paper consists of six sections. After this brief introduction, we discuss the existing literature on 
gender equity and ESG. Toward the end of this section, we present our central hypothesis. In the third 
section, we provide a detailed explanation of the data and methodology employed. Subsequently, we present 
our findings. In the fifth section, we discuss the main results and their implications. Finally, in the sixth 
section, we offer our concluding remarks.

Literature Review
Several authors highlighted the beneficial impact of corporate commitment to social and environmental 
issues (Eccles, Ioannou, & Serafeim 2014; Jha & Rangarajan 2020; Manrique & Martí-Ballester 2017; 
Tarmuji, Maelah, & Tarmuji 2016; Trumpp & Guenther 2017). Women in senior positions can also have a 
positive influence on sustainability performance (Chams & García-Blandón 2019; Qureshi et al. 2020; Post, 
Rahman, Mcquillen, 2015); Velte 2016; Graham 2019; Pinto, Bianquini, & Terreri 2019; Ginglinger & 
Raskopf 2019; del Carmen Valls Martínez, Martín Cervantes, & Cruz Rambaud 2020).

The recent emergence of ESG factors in investment decisions has given new impetus to the corporate 
sustainability agenda, with increasing consideration of the socio-environmental performance of companies 
in risk-return analyses for investment decision-making. While there is no single understanding of what 
one should prioritize when analyzing risk and performance using ESG factors or ratings (Porter, Kramer, 
& Serafeim 2019; Tucker & Jones 2020), significant progress has been made by reporting organizations, 
financial institutions, and data providers such as GRI, CDP, SASB, Sustainalytics, MSCI, and others, 
offering information at different levels and for different purposes (Kotsantonis, Pinney, & Serafeim 2016).

American and European banking institutions have predominantly embraced Responsible Investments 
(Amel-Zadeh & Serafeim 2018), while the adoption of ESG factors has been slower in Global South 
countries, where it is still considered a financial sector innovation (Mendez, Forcadell, & Ubeda 2021). In 
the context of this research, the Global South refers to countries with an average Human Development 
Index, significant social and economic inequalities, and notable vulnerability to climate change, including 
Brazil, China, Mexico, and India (Levander & Mignolo 2011).

In countries such as Brazil, which competes with India for the position of the largest economy in the 
Global South, gender inequalities are also significant, with women comprising approximately 11.5% of 
corporate boards (IBGC 2021). We found that a 1% increase in female representation at the top decision-
making level leads to a 2.21% growth in a company’s value (Schmiliver et al. 2019; Silva Júnior & Martins 
2017).

Combined, good ESG performance and the presence of women in high leadership positions within 
organizations present fewer risks and greater dividends for shareholders (Adams & Ferreira 2009; Dezso & 
Ross 2012; Van Staveren 2014; Eccles, Ioannou, & Serafeim 2014; Post et al. 2015; Velte 2016; Kotsantonis 
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& Serafeim 2019; Rissman & Kearney 2019). Women holding executive positions contribute to higher 
corporate sustainability ratings (Bear, Rahman & Post 2010; Chams & García-Blandón 2019; Qureshi et al. 
2020).

Gender diversity in leadership positions can position companies favorably regarding ESG (Boulouta 
2013). Women tend to prioritize socio-environmental agendas and have a greater intention to promote 
sustainability within companies, leading to investments in sustainable strategies and practices (Boulouta 
2013; Weinert 2018; Ginglinger & Raskopf 2021).

Large companies often omit social performance data in sustainability reports (Cubilla-Montilla et al. 
2019). The S in ESG factors represents social performance, encompassing working conditions and human 
rights, safety and health, customer communication, community relationships, and gender equity (Oželienė 
2018). Reasons for the low transparency regarding social information include cultural values within society 
(Adams, Gray, & Nowland 2010; Elomäki 2018; Cubilla-Montilla et al. 2019) and the regulatory pressure 
associated with data disclosure (Cubilla-Montilla et al. 2019).

Measuring social indicators is crucial for better understanding the advancements in this field (Hutchins 
et al. 2019). The lack of disclosure of gender information violates stakeholder rights and may perpetuate the 
violation of women’s rights, as equity issues remain unaddressed and undiscussed (Hossain, Nik Ahmad, & 
Siraj 2016).

Furthermore, a more gender-diverse executive body can inspire other women to pursue higher positions 
(Dezso & Ross 2012). They contribute to improved management information quality, reflecting the group’s 
performance. A higher number of female board members increases the likelihood of a woman chairing the 
group, reflecting factors such as age, qualifications, and autonomy gained by them. Consequently, directors 
may appoint more female CEOs, providing a real possibility for effective female leadership (Wang & Kelan, 
2013) and implementing gender policies within companies (Furlotti et al. 2018).

***

All in all, the literature review has revealed a significant gap: Is there a stronger presence of gender 
equity in companies that demonstrate better performance in sustainability? Based on this, we formulate our 
research questions as follows:

H0: Do better ESG performance companies have more gender equity?

Alternatively, we also infer the impact of social performance, reformulating as follows:

H1: Do better social performance companies have more gender equity?

In addition to answering the questions, we explore which mechanisms can explain the result, thus seeking 
to understand how the presence of women in high leadership can influence the performance in ESG factors 
by organizations and the level of gender equity in the organizations themselves.

Research Design

FIRM SELECTION

We selected a sample of 93 Brazilian companies from a pool of 450 organizations listed on the Brazilian 
stock exchange based on their evaluation of ESG criteria by the Arabesque S-Ray® rating agency. Brazil 
boasts the largest GDP in Latin America and the Caribbean and ranks as the 11th largest economy globally. 
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The country is a focal point in global discussions on climate change due to the threat to its natural assets, its 
crucial role as a protector of the Amazon, and its significant food exports.

Despite the size of its economy, which brings it closer to the Global North, Brazil, in its social and 
economic aspects, fulfills all the characteristics that place it as a member of the Global South (Burges 
2005; Pecequilo 2008). It is in the process of development and is still an emerging economy. Like all Latin 
American countries, it has its past as a colony, differing from the Americas for having been colonized by 
Portugal. Within its social and economic structure, it bears the marks of various inequalities: economic 
between its regions; of gender, class, and race in terms of income and exclusion from access to public policies 
and power resources, among many others (Fausto & Fausto 2014).

The ESG information about Brazilian companies was obtained in 2020, covering a 24-month dataset. 
The rating agency’s database leverages artificial intelligence and big data techniques. That approach allows 
for systematically integrating over 250 ESG metrics with news signals from various sources. It encompasses 
over 30,000 publications across 170 countries (Arabesque 2021). The selected companies represent diverse 
sectors of the economy, including energy, infrastructure, metallurgy and steel, construction, banking, food 
and beverage, healthcare, pharmaceuticals, and retail.

Of the 93 Brazilian firms analyzed, 58 provide data on the gender ratio within their workforce, while 
35 do not disclose any demographic information. It is important to note that, except for the retail and 
healthcare sectors, which serve as outliers, the industries predominantly featured on the rating list are 
typically male dominated in countries like Brazil.

For our analysis, we utilized two available ESG Score lists: the overall score of companies within the 
reference country (the Country rank) and the Social Rank, which assesses gender-related subjects, diversity, 
employment quality, and human rights.

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

In the quantitative stage of our research, we examined the relationship between the scores of companies 
in both the ESG Score and the social score and six factors (see Table 1) that are considered indicators of 
gender equity. Our objective was to understand the impact of women occupying decision-making positions 
and the level of transparency regarding gender equity on the sustainability performance of the selected 
companies. We employed a simple correlation analysis for this purpose.

Factors 1 and 2 pertain to the presence or absence of women on the executive board and the board of 
directors, respectively. We obtained the data for these factors by consulting the annual reports submitted 
to the Brazilian Securities and Exchange Commission (CVM) yearly. These reports are required to adhere 
to the criteria set by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). Factor 3 focuses on the 
representation of women in these high-level leadership positions within each company, categorized into four 
distinct percentage ranges.

We obtained Factors 4, 5, and 6 from the companies’ sustainability reports in our sample. These reports 
were published in 2020 and were based on the GRI (Global Reporting Initiative) protocol indicators, 
specifically in the section related to diversity and opportunities. The disclosure of these indicators or similar 
ones by companies serves as a means to assess their performance in terms of workplace diversity and 
equality (Cubilla-Montilla et al. 2019).

The inclusion of these data in the reporting practices, as indicated in Table 1, demonstrates a concern 
with transparency regarding the demographic composition of the workforce (factors 1, 2, and 3). It also 
signifies a dedication to ensuring the presence of women in all leadership positions (factors 4 and 5), as well 
as a primary focus on equity by disclosing the gender pay ratio (factor 6). We will consider whether the 
indicators are reported for analyzing factors 4, 5, and 6. Specifically, we will classify companies as Does Not 
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Report (NR), Reports (R), or Reports zero (R/0), which indicates the absence of women. The study will not 
consider the specific information disclosed by each company.

It is important to note that our level of analysis does not allow for causal inferences. However, we expect 
that gender equality will increase with the implementation of ESG policies, and the opposite should also 
be true. ESG is a more comprehensive concept, making it potentially more influential in promoting gender 
equality than the other way around (and vice versa). Therefore, our primary interest is in examining whether 
this expected two-sided relationship exists. Correlation analysis serves as a valuable tool in this regard. 
Additionally, we use qualitative analysis to uncover mechanisms and infer how this relationship operates.

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

During the second data collection stage, we conducted in-depth interviews with 14 women executives 
representing some of the 93 companies in the Arabesque S-Ray® list. It is important to note that accessing 
women in high leadership positions for interviews proved challenging due to their responsibilities. However, 
despite the difficulty, we were able to interview women from 15% of the companies in the quantitative 
sample.

These in-depth interviews aimed to gain a deeper understanding of socio-environmental performance 
and equity from the perspectives of women who are witnesses or agents of these realities (Creswell & 
Creswell 2017; Leavy 2014). The aim was to enrich the findings of the quantitative stage by revealing the 
mechanisms that explain the results.

During the interviews, we asked the participants about their perceptions of gender equity within 
organizations after reaching the top of the corporate hierarchy. We also sought to identify their reflections 
on how women in high leadership positions can influence business performance in ESG, considering 
various perspectives and personal capabilities.

Table 1. Equity markers based on diversity and opportunity level KPIs

Factors References

1 Women on Board of Directors Absence (0) or Presence (1 or >1)

2 Women on Board Absence (0) or Presence (1 or >1)

3 Women’s occupation (%) on the 
Directors and Board

0%
< 20%
20% to 30%
> 30% 

4 Transparency regarding diversity 
in governance bodies - Board of 
Directors

GRI 102-18: Governance structure of the organization
GRI 405-1a: Percentage of individuals who are part of 
the organization’s governance bodies by Gender

5 Transparency on the occupation 
of leadership positions by women 
above the coordinator position 

GRI 405-1b: Percentage of employees by functional 
category by Gender

6 Transparency on the M/F Wage 
Ratio

GRI 405-2a: Proportion between the basic salary 
and the remuneration received by women and those 
received by men for each functional category
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The interviewees comprised ten directors and four board members, all occupying statutory, executive, or 
higher management positions. We identified 104 potential candidates, and from this group, we obtained 
direct contact information for 30 individuals, including their corporate and personal email addresses and 
mobile phone numbers. These contacts represented executives and board members from 19 companies. 
Fourteen positively responded to the invitation to participate in the study during the data collection period, 
which took place between September 2020 and January 2021. These participants represented 12 different 
organizations, accounting for 13% of the sample of companies. The interviewees were not informed about 
their respective companies’ ESG classification (high or low) to avoid response bias.

The participants in the study ranged in age from 33 to 64, with nine of them in their 50s. All participants 
were Brazilian, with 13 being married or previously married and one being single. Among those who were 
mothers, three had small children. All participants held at least one graduate degree, with nine holding two 
or more degrees. Among the group, 10 were directors, superintendents, vice presidents, and/or presidents, 
two were female board members serving as internal advisors, and two were independent advisors. Except for 
two independent advisors, all interviewees had built their careers within their respective companies, with at 
least ten years of service.

We used a semi-structured interview script with 13 open-ended questions for data collection. The 
research approach adopted a non-positivist perspective to understand the ‘reality experienced by social 
actors’ (Gil 2008, p. 37) and to capture opinions, worldviews, and the ‘meanings attributed by the subjects to 
the object being studied’ (Gil 2008, p. 15).

We recorded all 14 interviews with the participants’ authorization. Subsequently, we transcribed the 
content and selected relevant excerpts and categories we identified. The most frequently mentioned codes 
were determined from these categories, resulting in a total of 137 codes. The ten most frequently mentioned 
codes were utilized for analysis purposes, aided by the MAXQDA software.

Results

DESCRIPTIVE CORRELATION ANALYSIS

To address the research question, the companies in the sample were divided and classified into different 
groups based on the presence or absence of women in leadership positions and their ESG and social scores. 
The evaluation conducted by Arabesque S-Ray® assigned a maximum score of 100 points, with the highest 
score among the 93 Brazilian companies being 97.93 and the lowest score being 2.24 points. To categorize 
the companies based on performance, we calculated the average score of 47.88 between the highest and 
lowest scores.

For the ESG scores, we divided the companies into two groups: High ESG (46%) and Low ESG (54%), 
based on their performance relative to the average score. The same procedure was repeated for the Social 
Rank scores, resulting in the classification of companies into High Social (54%) and Low Social (46%) 
groups, using the average score of 54.24.

Regarding the presence or absence of female members on the board of directors, we found that 49% 
of companies had at least one female director (presence), while 51% had none (absence). In the highest 
corporate governance structure, the board, at least one female board member was present in 73% of the 
companies.

Among the companies with women occupying high leadership positions, only 15% had a proportion 
equal to or greater than 30% of female members. In 34% of companies, the number of female executives was 
lower than this threshold, and in 29% of companies, women occupied 20% of the board seats or less.

Cardoso, et al.

Cosmopolitan Civil Societies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 15, No. 2 202369



Graph 1. Occupation of leadership positions by women frequency
Source: The Authors

RESPONSE TO H0

In H0, our objective was to examine whether organizations with stronger ESG performance exhibit greater 
gender equity. To address this inquiry, we analysed factors 1, 2, and 3. We correlated them with the ESG 
scores obtained by companies, focusing on the presence of women on the board of directors and examining 
the level of gender representation in companies with high and low sustainability ratings. Our findings 
indicate that companies with higher ESG scores have a higher proportion of women on the board of 
directors (53%) and in senior leadership positions (80%) compared to companies with lower ESG scores 
(48% and 56%, respectively). We present these results in Graph 2.

Graph 2.  Presence of women in high-performance leadership
Source: The Authors

Upon analyzing the correlations, we discovered that although good performance in ESG scores is 
associated with a higher frequency of women in senior leadership roles, it does not automatically translate 
into a balanced gender representation in these positions, as depicted in Graph 3. Notably, companies with 
low ESG scores (14%) exhibit a higher presence (30% or more) of women directors compared to high ESG 
organizations (9%).

Sustainable companies demonstrate better performance in the following category, which encompasses 
companies with an average representation of 20% to 30% of women in senior leadership positions. However, 
in both high and low-ESG groups, the representation of women on the board remains limited to 20% or 
less, occurring in 33% of companies in the high-ESG group and 26% of companies in the low-scoring 
group.
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Graph 3. Representation rate of women in high leadership positions versus ESG performance
Source: The Authors

Regarding the criterion of presence of women on boards, 80% of high ESG companies have female 
advisors, compared to 56% in the low ESG group. However, the representation of women on boards remains 
limited, with most companies having women occupying 20% or fewer seats. That is the case for 58% of 
companies with high ESG scores and 48% with low ESG scores.

It is essential to recognize that a limited representation of women can lead to tokenism and restrict their 
power to contribute and influence decision-making processes (Silva Júnior & Martins, 2017). The theory 
of critical mass suggests that to make a significant impact, women should occupy at least 30% of decision-
making positions ( Joecks, Pull, & Vetter 2013).

Addressing H0 also involved comparing the extent and nature of disclosure of crucial gender indicators, 
per the GRI guidelines, among organizations in each group (factors 4, 5, and 6). According to our survey, 
62% of companies surveyed and published the GRI 405-1a indicator, which provides demographic data 
on employees by gender and position. However, 38% of companies did not disclose any such information. 
When considering the publication rate of this indicator based on ESG scores, a higher proportion of 
companies with high scores (72%) reported the data compared to low ESG companies (54%).

In a stratified analysis, as depicted in Graph 4, a more significant percentage of high ESG companies 
(70%) reported this data compared to low ESG companies (56%). Among the companies that measured 
and disclosed the GRI 405-1a indicator, which captures the composition of functional categories by gender 
(58 out of 93 companies), 22% of companies with low ESG scores reported the absence of women (0) in 
positions above the coordinator level. This proportion was lower (16%) among high ESG companies that 
published the data.

Graph 4. Presence of women disclosure rate x ESG performance
Source: The Authors

Cardoso, et al.

Cosmopolitan Civil Societies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 15, No. 2 202371



The disclosure of the composition of the board of directors by gender (GRI 102-18) is mandatory for 
publicly traded companies in Brazil. However, among the 93 companies evaluated, 37% of organizations 
either do not report this information or do not commit to annually publishing their sustainability report.

Graph 4 shows that companies with high ESG scores (74%) have a higher reporting rate of the board 
of directors’ composition by gender compared to the low ESG group (54%). We attributed this disparity 
to companies’ commitment to publish a sustainability report. A greater proportion of low ESG companies 
(46%) do not publish annual reports compared to the well-rated sustainability group (26%). This 20-point 
difference may explain the discrepancy in reporting practices concerning organizational gender performance.

Among the companies that disclose the distribution of employees by position and gender (GRI 405-
1a), those with high ESG performance (17%) are more transparent about the absence (R/0) of women in 
leadership positions compared to the low ESG group (4%). Similarly, the disclosure of the absence of female 
board members is more prevalent in the high ESG group (31%) than in the low ESG group (22%).

Factor 6, which pertains to GRI 405-2, is considered an essential key performance indicator (KPI) for 
gender equity in the workplace, as it evaluates the wage gap between men and women. According to Graph 
5, companies with high ESG scores report a significantly higher proportion (42%) of the M/F salary ratio 
than low ESG companies (24%), even if the data is not always favorable. Among high ESG companies that 
disclose the pay ratio, 44% of women earn equal salaries (33%) or more than men (11%), while 56% earn 
less. In low ESG companies that disclose this information, 33% of women executives receive equal salaries 
(25%) or more than men (8%). In contrast, the majority, 67%, receive lower salaries than male executives in 
the same position.

Graph 5. (405-2) Pay ratio M/F x ESG Performance
Source: The Authors

Overall, the findings indicate that companies with better overall ESG performance rely on women in 
high leadership more often, show greater transparency in reporting gender performance data, and better 
performance in gender equity key performance indicators (KPIs) compared to companies with lower 
sustainability performance rates.

However, it is essential to note that while there is a higher reporting rate and relatively better 
performance on the analyzed KPIs, the study highlights that a reasonable performance on gender markers 
does not necessarily guarantee satisfactory gender equity outcomes. Nonetheless, the study suggests that 
women employees and leaders in companies that receive poor evaluations from Arabesque S-Ray® (Low 

Cardoso, et al.

Cosmopolitan Civil Societies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 15, No. 2 202372



ESG) are worse than in organizations that receive high evaluations (High ESG) in terms of representation 
and equal pay.

RESPONSE TO H1

To answer H1, it was also necessary to evaluate all six factors described above, such as the distribution of 
female representation in the board of directors and advisory board positions and transparency of companies 
regarding GRI equity KPIs compared to their score received in the Social Rank.

Graph 6. Presence of women disclosure rate x social performance
Source: The Authors

Graph 6 illustrates that the representation of women on boards of directors is limited to 20% or fewer 
positions, with 34% of well-evaluated social companies and 26% of companies with low social scores having 
women in these positions. Companies with a female representation between 20% and 30% on their boards 
account for 8% of high-score companies and 9% of low-score companies. Only 12% of organizations in each 
group, whether high or low social scores have a female representation exceeding 30% on their boards. On 
the advisory boards, there is a more significant presence of women in well-evaluated social companies, with 
78% having at least one female advisor, compared to 67% in poorly evaluated companies.

Examining the number of female board members, a higher percentage of companies with low social 
scores (7%) represent 30% or more women on their boards compared to companies with high scores (4%). 
In the range of 20% to 30% representation of women on boards, companies with above-average social scores 
show a slightly higher frequency of women (22%) compared to the other group (19%).

Similar to the representation on the board of directors, most companies have minimal female 
representation at the advisory board level, with less than 20% of available positions filled by women. That 
occurs in 33% of companies with low social scores and 22% of companies with high performance in the 
social aspect.

Transparency in disclosing gender performance information was also evaluated based on the Social 
Score. In terms of disclosing the composition of the functional staff by gender, explicitly identifying the 
presence of women in positions of coordinator or higher (GRI 405-1a), 78% of companies with good social 
performance report this information, compared to 44% among companies with low scores in the aspect, as 
shown in Graph 7. This indicator’s disclosure percentage is higher among well-evaluated social companies 
compared to high ESG companies, as the social score explicitly considers gender issues.
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Graph 7. Presence of women disclosure rate x social performance
Source: The Authors

Among companies with a high Social Score that publish official sustainability information, 80% of them 
disclose the composition of the board by gender (GRI 102-8), compared to 45% in the group with the 
lowest evaluation. This significant difference reinforces the importance of disclosure among companies that 
demonstrate greater maturity in social practices.

Lastly, as shown in Graph 8, more than twice as many companies with a better social evaluation (42%) 
report the wage ratio between men and women compared to the worst-performing organizations (18%). 
That indicates a higher level of transparency and commitment to addressing gender pay disparities among 
companies with better social performance.

Graph 8. (405-2) Pay ratio M/F x Social Performance
Source: The Authors

In the group of companies with high social performance that report the GRI 405-2 indicator, 24% of 
women receive the same salary as men, 62% earn more (or 26% of the well-evaluated list), and 14% receive 
lower remuneration (or 6% of the total). On the other hand, among the lower-performing social companies 
that report wage equivalence information, half have women receiving the same salary as men, while the 
other half have women receiving lower salaries than men. We did not find companies with low social 
performance where women earn more than men.

The findings do not reject the hypothesis (H0) based on the analyzed data. Companies with high 
social scores demonstrate more gender equity factors than the other group. These companies have a 
higher presence of women on boards of directors and advisory boards, report more frequently on female 
representation in leadership positions, show more transparency regarding the absence of women, and 
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disclose information on pay equity more often. Among those reporting this specific data, there are more 
companies with high social performance where women earn equal or higher salaries than men.

These results justify the high position of companies with high social scores on the Arabesque S-Ray® list, 
as factors such as diversity and equal opportunities contribute to social performance in the ESG evaluation, 
even though they are two factors in a universe of several others, as in the agency analysis filter. It is also 
worth noting that the group classified as having high social performance, in isolation, performs better in 
gender equity indicators than the group classified as having high overall ESG performance, confirming that 
social evaluation is a more influential aspect of equity performance.

Discussion

POSSIBLE MECHANISMS TO EXPLAIN THE RESULTS

In order to further understand and explain the results obtained in H0 and H1, several mechanisms were 
explored. Firstly, we found companies with better ESG scores and social performance to have more female 
board members and executives in leadership positions. These companies also demonstrated a stronger 
commitment to gender performance by disclosing relevant equity markers through the GRI protocol, a 
widely used framework for reporting ESG performance.

To delve deeper into these findings, we interviewed 14 senior executives from the Brazilian companies 
evaluated by Arabesque S-Ray®. These interviews aimed to gain insights into women leaders’ personal and 
leadership characteristics, as their Presence on boards was positively associated with good ESG performance. 
Additionally, we asked the executives about the barriers they face in their leadership roles to determine if 
sustainability maturity alone is sufficient to foster a more egalitarian environment.

We conducted the interviews and analyzed them using software identifying the frequency of relevant 
codes. We identified 137 codes and the ten most prevalent codes, which we presented in Chart 2. These 
codes were grouped based on their affinity rather than presented in a specific order. By interpreting these 
prevalent codes considering the results obtained in the previous section, which focused on analyzing the six 
observed factors, we aim to provide further insights and understanding into the mechanisms underlying the 
findings.

MECHANISMS ASSOCIATED WITH GENDER RELATIONSHIP OF LEADERSHIP AND ESG 
PERFORMANCE

First, let us examine five codes from the list together: the first, fourth, and seventh, followed by the 
second and third due to their similar meanings. The most frequently mentioned code, Adequate ESG 
Disclosure and Transparency, highlights how female executives engage in effective environmental, social, 
and governance management practices prioritizing ESG performance concerns. This mechanism helps 
explain the positive results identified in the quantitative research stage. Companies with high ESG scores 
exhibit a higher reporting rate across all six gender markers we considered. These companies demonstrate a 
commitment to transparency by disclosing more non-financial information to their stakeholders.

Moreover, the association between the degree of information disclosure and the code Investor and 
Market Pressure (fourth) suggests that our interviewees emphasize another mechanism reinforcing 
their companies’ responsiveness to the financial market’s expectations. They are attuned to the increasing 
significance of ESG performance in investment decision-making (Van Duuren, Plantinga, & Scholtens 
2016).

ESG is not a novelty, but it has become the hot topic of the moment. It’s funny, all these ratings, 
which depend on some people to fill out a long and complex questionnaire, if you don’t engage 
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teams and can’t make people understand why it’s important, they’ll deal with it as any other form, 
let me finish soon. Now I’m not just me talking anymore. We could be better from a rating point 
of view, so we›re doing the best of the evaluation agencies. (Participant 10, director)

Table 2. Description of the Codes

Code Number 
Quoted 

Definition & Meaning 

1  Proper ESG 
Disclosure and 
Transparency 

17  It is crucial not only to implement but also disclose 
practices, progress, and results in sustainability, both 

in terms of publicity and transparency.

2  Cross-cutting and 
integrated business 

sustainability

15  The interviews challenge the notion that sustainability, 
risk management, and business strategies are 
separate entities, emphasizing the need for an 

integrated view. 

3  Caring and 
Sensitivity as 
differentials

14  They acknowledge the connection between the social 
role of care, predominantly undertaken by women 
in their daily lives, and the potential impact on the 

sustainability agenda.

4  Investor and market 
pressure

13  Attention to investor movements, both in the aspect of 
concern (signaling, request for Information ESG) and 

pressure for better ESG results.

5  Being in a leadership 
position because of 

their own merit

12  Reach the highest position of the career by recognizing 
the result delivered, visibility in previous functions and 

projects, and by effort undertaken.

6  Self-positioning, 
even when the 
dissonant voice

11  In several aspects, they report cases in which their 
opinion is different from peers, men above all, whether 

it’s on a sustainability topic or not

7  Track indicators, 
respond to ratings

11  Importance of having parameters, consistent data, 
metrics of the actions undertaken and analysis of 

the results, by own evaluation or external scrutiny, 
to answer ISE, Ethos, Dow Jones, MSCI and other 

questionnaires.

8  Diversity 10  The diversity here appears as an indicator that 
highlights being relevant.

9  Be an active agent to 
increase gender and 

race diversity

10  When the interviewees advocate an active position of 
women executives pulling this agenda. 

10  Weight of being the 
only woman

9  Recognition that they are few or the only woman in 
a high-level position in the company and corporate 

forums.

Source: The Authors
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The seventh code on the list, Track indicators, respond ratings, also denotes a view that frames 
sustainability performance with a management class guided by verifiable results.

Due to the particularities of our industry, we look a lot at ESG metrics. We need to show results to 
our shareholders and be good for society. That’s where we see that company strategy is aligned to 
sustainability. ESG updates this strategy by giving shareholder value. We also look at independence, 
the number of women on the board. We’ve got a woman advisor there again, thank God. They look 
more at the company’s policies than men. (Participant 5, director)

Women directors of big companies, however, make the common criticism of greenwashing risk; 
according to them, many organizations still speak more than they do regarding sustainability, from which we 
conclude that consistency is a value.

We [the company] are very targeted; we can’t say something about the company without doing it. 
Everything we’re doing in the Sustainability field, and winning awards for it, is a fact. Still, I think 
we talk more than we do. The practice always must follow the discourse. (Participant 2, director)

We can also combine the interpretation of the prevalent codes that rank second and third on the chart, 
as they contribute to further understanding the positive association between the increased Presence of 
women and higher gender representation with good ESG performance. Esteemed authors such as Porter, 
Serafeim, and Kramer (2019), who are pioneers in the discussion of sustainability in business strategy, 
argue that superior performance in material environmental and social issues, which are integrated into the 
core of business operations, can have a significant financial impact. However, they caution that only a few 
corporate leaders and investors truly recognize ESG as valuable. The presence of women, as observed in our 
quantitative analysis, may promote this perspective:

It annoys me a lot, and I ‘ve been asked all the time, what sustainability strategy of the people 
[bank]. It’s not a sustainability strategy. It’s sustainability guiding the business strategy. (Participant 
8, superintendent)

The third most frequently mentioned code on the top ten list is Care and sensitivity, which are typically 
associated with femininity and often considered negative traits for executive positions (Lima et al. 2014). 
However, the interviewed executives emphasize these qualities as female attributes that can contribute to 
advancing the ESG agenda, challenging and valuing such stereotypes.

Having children or not, women bring a motherhood’s eye, and this is interesting regard at the bank’s 
executive leadership team. Raising children is something that updates you constantly, brings you 
daily challenges. It all makes you a complete person. (Participant 4, Superintendent)

This aspect can lead to positive reputational outcomes for companies regarding ESG and financial 
performance. Lower exposure to risks arising from inadequate management or disregard for socio-
environmental issues makes organizations more appealing to investors. By embracing care and sensitivity, 
companies can enhance their overall sustainability and attractiveness in the market.

I needed to be involved in something that had a positive impact, to leave a mark, that millennial 
thing. And you have the concern about how to make the world better, the question of a lot of 
consumption, of a lot of plastic, even indoors; I began to wonder: is this the world my children are 
going to live in? And then I went after working with it. (Participant 10, director)
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MECHANISMS ASSOCIATED WITH EQUITY

In this second part, we have identified that the remaining five codes (5, 6, 8, 9, and 10) in the list we 
can interpret as a set of mechanisms that further elucidate the results obtained in the initial stage of the 
research. As previously discussed, the GRI indicators monitored and reported by companies address aspects 
such as the representation of women in different positions, disclosure of women’s presence or absence on 
boards, and gender pay ratio.

These five codes specifically encompass the experiences of women in the corporate environment. 
Therefore, we posit that they can help explain the link between ESG and social performance and the 
positive results observed regarding the level of disclosure and performance of GRI indicators related to 
gender equity.

For the female executives who participated in the study, attaining high leadership positions results from 
their effort (code 5). Participant 2, a statutory director in the country’s largest online retail group, affirms: 
‘Everyone respects me, whether it’s for my work, what I do, the large team I manage, or my responsibilities’. 
Female executives often need to assert their power and competence, as they are familiar with the need to 
consistently prove themselves capable (Lima et al. 2014; Mota, Tanure & Carvalho Neto 2015).

We always see men coming up, even when there were women in the same team who were better 
options. As women, we wanna try to make it better. Men have never been through this situation. 
They’ve always been kings with their established place. Women are still establishing their spots. (...) 
And they will stand for an agenda men will not handle. (Participant 5, director)

Women leaders perceive it as their responsibility to prioritize diversity and actively address the issue of 
equity (codes 8 and 9), consistent with previous studies’ findings (Larrieta-Rubín de Celis et al., 2015; Wang 
& Kelan, 2013).

We have to practice more the sorority, one pulling the other. But women also need to speak up 
about what they want. It’s behavior change going on. I’m watching [in the company] women 
getting promotions more often, not because the company needs to improve its numbers in equity, 
but because there are very capable professionals that just took more time to reach higher positions. 
(Participant 10, director)

The weight of being the sole woman in a leadership position within the company (code 10) concerns 
our interviewees regarding being misunderstood in their proposals, moreover, being the only woman on a 
board of directors’ risks being seen as a token. Tokens are individuals who symbolically hold positions of 
power without significantly influencing the group dynamics or being able to garner majority support for the 
proposals they wish to advocate or promote.

Newly hired, the new CFO noticed my work and decided to promote me. I replied that I was 
flattered, but I doubted that it was going to happen. I worked at the company for ten years at the 
time and was a relatively young financial planning analyst. So, I was not supposed to reach that 
post because only men and engineers had occupied the position the CFO was offering to me. Some 
people tried to stop it, but at the end of the day, I got promoted to Financial Superintendent. And I 
had to face all the consequences it brought to me from then. (Participant 13, board member)

Participant 13 shared her experience as a lone dissenting voice, often finding herself as the only woman 
in a room of 42 men. That highlights the issue of representation, which we identified as a mechanism 
explaining the non-positive data found in factor 3 during the quantitative analysis. The data shows that 
women’s occupancy of top leadership positions in most companies is limited to only 20% of the seats. 
Female executives are aware that being the sole woman in a leadership role can bring about risks and 
challenges and can be instilling and unfair. Despite breaking the glass ceiling, they may face what is 
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known as the glass cliff phenomenon, where women are more likely than men to be exposed to adverse 
management conditions, precariousness, or high-risk situations, increasing the chances of failure and 
reinforcing negative stereotypes about female leaders (Ryan et al. 2016).

First, I was afraid because I would be the only woman on the board, imagining that big room full 
of gentlemen. And that’s the way it was. There are eight board members, including the chairman of 
the bank, all white men over 50. During the board meetings, it is difficult not to have a consensus. 
Usually, I am the one who votes differently. There is a synergy between them, often combining the 
vote before. But I need to make a stand. (Participant 7, board member)

Gender discrimination is statistically the main obstacle to women’s career progression and their entire 
exercise of leadership (Adams & Kirchmaier 2013). The same happens with low representation (Wang & 
Kelan 2013).

I’ve been put against the wall many times. Throughout my career, in situations involving fellow 
men, I was always afraid they would stand out more than I do. I never wanted to indispose myself 
to anyone [at this moment, the interviewee is thrilled and cries]. It hurt me because I thought it 
was my role to please. After all, it could decide whether or not I would get promoted or recognized. 
(Participant 10, director)

Despite occupying strategic positions in large companies, female executives often report being silenced, 
not given opportunities to express their ideas, or dismissing their arguments. They describe instances 
where their contributions are undervalued or where they are constantly interrupted in meetings. Interview 
6 shared this experience of being marginalized a director of an electricity supply company. She says: ‘I’ve 
lived this experience many times: I had something to say, many ideas to add, and I was constantly cut off. 
They wouldn’t let me talk; it was a struggle.’ Interviewee 9, the vice president of a top sustainability health 
group, also confirms that even with her C-level position, she often feels that her input is undervalued during 
meetings.

Considering this, we can conclude that although objective criteria such as the presence or absence of 
women and transparency in gender indicators positively correlate with ESG performance, high ESG scores 
and social scores do not guarantee a fairer or healthier environment for women. The executives explain the 
association between women’s presence in leadership and ESG performance. Women value sustainability 
practices, advocate for the appropriate disclosure of material key performance indicators (KPIs), prioritize 
transparency, and strive to meet the demands of stakeholders and investor pressures.

Based on the experiences shared by the study participants, we can better understand that the fundamental 
mechanisms at play are (low) representation and gender bias. These experiences shed light on the fact that 
although there is more emphasis on sharing gender data, these indicators reveal a poor representation and 
a significant gender pay gap within organizations. The leading gender indicators alone are not sufficient to 
address the underlying gender bias that women face as they climb the corporate ladder. Companies may 
achieve maturity and recognition in sustainability rankings before attaining satisfactory progress in gender 
equity or effectively addressing and combating discrimination within their environments.

Conclusion
This paper aims to investigate the relationship between gender equity and the performance of companies in 
ESG factors. We analysed ESG evaluation data from publicly traded Brazilian companies and examined the 
presence of women in board positions, disclosure levels, and gender performance based on GRI indicators.

The results indicate a positive correlation between a strong sustainability performance rate and gender 
equality across five of six gender features. Notably, we observed an even stronger relationship when focusing 
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on the social aspect of ESG in isolation. However, it is essential to note that a sustainability-oriented 
management approach alone is insufficient to foster an egalitarian environment or address issues such 
as equal pay, which remains an ongoing struggle for women worldwide and continues to be violated by 
companies.

There are limitations to this study, including the low number of companies considered in the ESG 
score list and the limited number of national capital companies listed on the Brazilian stock exchange. 
Additionally, the small number of interviewees, particularly high-level executives, poses a limitation due 
to the difficulty of accessing this group. Therefore, we cannot generalize the positive results regarding the 
gender-performance relationship to all Brazilian companies in this study.

Furthermore, we acknowledge that the lack of reliability and standardization in impartial ESG 
assessments raises concerns about the ranking scores as a comprehensive measure of a company’s adoption 
of impactful practices compared to others.

The analysis in this study establishes an association rather than causality, which serves as an initial step in 
addressing the identified gap in the literature. It raises important questions and encourages further research 
with new data and methodologies. Given the increasing interest in women’s leadership and ESG topics, we 
anticipate that future researchers will delve deeper into these areas. This study also leaves open questions 
regarding the effects and benefits of gender equity on the performance of companies across different sectors 
and sizes. It calls for a necessary discussion on the possible underlying mechanisms or factors that may 
provide additional explanations for the positive correlation observed in our findings.
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