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Building a more sustainable world by investing in girls and women 
 
Three approaches to achieving true gender equality in businesses and society that help 
promote sustainable development 

 
by Katalin Fekete 

"Gender equality is more than a goal in itself. It is a precondition for meeting the challenge of 

reducing poverty, promoting sustainable development and building good governance," former 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan said at the Beijing International conference on women and 

desertification in 2006. 

Gender equality has been a hotly debated issue for quite some time, especially in Western 

countries. Answers to questions like “How can the labour force participation of women in the 

developed world be increased?” or “How can women in developing countries be empowered to 

participate in the economy across all sectors and thus contribute to a sustainable society and 

a prosperous world?” still need to be found. 

On 13 April 2016 GreenBuzz joined forces with RobecoSAM, a specialist in sustainability 

investing, in Zurich to discuss how gender equality matters to businesses and sustainability. 

About 55 professionals with experience and/or interest in ending gender inequality flocked to 

the event.  

As attendees started arriving, they had a chance to get into conversation with each other over 

a drink before Margreet Groot, Vice President of GreenBuzz, briefly introduced the evening’s 

guest speakers: Elizabeth Rector, Program Leader at Womanity Foundation, Bianca van 

Dellen, Research Assistant at the University of St Gallen and Dominik Scheck, Senior Client 

Portfolio Manager at RobecoSAM. Coming from different fields, the speakers approached the 

topic from the social, corporate and investment perspective and offered different solutions to 

closing the gender equality gap. 

 

 

Educating girls and women helps close the inequality gap 

“Investing in women and thereby empowering them is essential for building a sustainable 

society and world”, Rector opened her presentation. She said that statistics showed that 

women spend 90% of their income on their families, whereas men only 30-40%. 

http://www.womanity.org/
http://ccdi-unisg.ch/
http://www.robecosam.com/
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The Womanity Foundation has been active in Afghanistan for the last 9 years offering 

educational and vocational training programmes for girls and women that opened up 

opportunities and allowed them to shape their future. Rector stated that the programmes had 

made a huge impact on women’s empowerment. “The organisation is pushing the boundaries 

in empowering women. Supporting graduate girls is certainly important, but fostering an 

interest in girls from an early age and giving them access to education makes a long-term 

difference and is key to building a more sustainable future.” 

Owing to the oversupply of unskilled labour and shortage of skilled labour force over the next 

15 years, Womanity Foundation’s initiatives like the “Girls Can Code” and “Girls Financial 

Empowerment programs” were a big step towards gender equality and a brighter economic 

and social future for those young Afghan women. Rector emphasized that implementing them 

in such a male-dominated country is not always easy, though. “We have had to overcome 

opposition and various obstacles like finding female teachers or ensure that girls could use 

their brothers’ IT equipment.” 

Changing the work culture is vital 

There are obstacles to gender equality not only in developing countries, but also in the 

Western world where gender equality has not been fully implemented, according to van Dellen 

and Scheck. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Van Dellen introduced “The penalty of part-time” study, conducted by the Competence Centre 

for Diversity and Inclusion in cooperation with Advance - Women in Swiss Business and was 

published in March 2016. It shows that in Switzerland there is little chance of getting promoted 

while working part-time, and as van Dellen added, “it is usually women who reduce their 

workload and work part-time because of childcare”. According to the study 14% of the 

workforce in the participating companies is working part-time and 70% of them are women. 

Most of them do not work in highly visible senior management positions with much 

responsibility and tend to run less strategic projects. 

“The work culture and performance model for success needs to change, particularly in 

Switzerland and other German-speaking countries that are full-time work cultures,” said van 

Dellen, emphasising that it was vital for companies to change the corporate culture, promote 

more result-orientation and flexibility and move beyond the part-time trap. 

http://www.ccdi-unisg.ch/
http://www.ccdi-unisg.ch/
http://www.advance-women.ch/display/WEN/Home
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Gender equality from an investment perspective 

Scheck agreed with van Dellen that the Swiss working culture was not particularly suited for 

working part-time and there was still room for improvement. RobecoSAM is aware of the 

importance of gender equality and integrates it into its investment decisions. The company has 

recently published a study on how gender equality contributes to corporate outperformance 

and launched the Global Gender Equality Impact Equities fund six month ago. The fund ranks 

companies based on their performance on a range of key labour and gender-related criteria 

and goes beyond the board composition that most gender funds and indexes focus on. “Being 

established only recently, there is no track record yet of how well the fund has been doing, but 

we will soon get first results,” Scheck said. 

Despite the speakers’ different approaches, they agreed that gender equality could only be 

achieved by empowering women through education and integration into the workforce, which 

would strengthen society and help build a sustainable world. 

The presentations ended on this note, but the socialising and networking part that followed 

allowed attendees to continue their stimulating conversations and lively discussions over a 

drink and a bite to eat. 

 

 

Further important organizations that are active in the field 

UN Women is the United Nations organization dedicated to gender equality and the 

empowerment of women. More information: www.unwomen.org  

Women Effect is a global community of generous men and women, individuals and 

institutions who have come together to accelerate the women effect in the most strategic 

and efficient way. More information: www.womeneffect.com  

Girl Effect’s ambition is to reach 250 million girls living in poverty across the world by 

2030, giving them the tools and access to the critical assets they need to achieve their full 

potential. More information: www.girleffect.org  

EDGE is the leading global assessment methodology and business certification standard 

for gender equality. More information: www.edge-cert.org  

http://www.robecosam.com/images/Does_corporate_gender_equality_lead_to_outperformance.pdf
http://www.robecosam.com/en/professionals/strategies-services/funds/gender.jsp
http://www.unwomen.org/
http://womeneffect.com/
http://www.girleffect.org/
http://www.edge-cert.org/

