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Last week at the European headquarters of the United Nations, situated in the heart of the Parc de l’Ariana in Geneva, over 700 key stakeholders gathered to take stock of progress on the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (Beijing+25), an agenda for women’s empowerment and gender equality adopted by 189 countries in 1995. The message was clear. Progress had been made, but not quickly enough, and it was time to turn commitments into reality (UN Women, 2019). Since Beijing, additional commitments have been made, for example, the inclusion of gender equality in the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). However, progress has been undermined due to root cause, structural issues such as legal discrimination, unfair social norms and attitudes, and low levels of political participation (United Nations, 2019).  
Legal reforms are one component in making progress. This year, the World Bank released the report Women, Business and the Law 2019: A Decade of Reform, analyzing the progress of 131 economies enacting reforms towards gender equality. The positive news is that between 2008 and 2017, 274 reforms have been enacted, with the global “score” related to women’s economic empowerment across eight indicators increasing by over 4.5%. However, 56 of the 131 economies made no gender equality reforms over the 10-year period, two of which – Bahrain and Uzbekistan – made reforms away from equality (World Bank Group, 2019).
What does this have to do with business? To start, a report released by McKinsey Global in 2015 found that advancing women’s equality could add $12 trillion to global GDP by 2025. In addition to laws, policies and regulations, five other types of intervention are required to bridge the gender gap: financial incentives and support; technology and infrastructure; the creation of economic opportunity; capability building; and advocacy and shaping attitudes (Woetzel et al, 2015). These interventions can only be achieved with support from businesses.
Many businesses have begun to take their responsibility for gender equality and women’s empowerment seriously. A report by gender equity data and insight group Equileap ranked 200 companies according on their gender equality and diversity progress and policies, with General Motors topping the poll in 2018. An overall improvement across all ranked businesses was noted between 2017 and 2018, coincidently (or not) during a period of social change instigated by movements such as #MeToo and Times Up. More often than not, however, businesses focus their attention within the bounds of their workforce. In fact, 15 of the 19 criteria in the Equileap report focused on female employees and board members and only two on supplier diversity and supply chains. Of the 200 companies listed, all were based in Asia-Pacific, Europe and North America, meaning the policies they were rated on had little impact on gender equality issues in developing countries, where the needs are greatest (Equileap, 2018)



Gender equality issues in global supply chains
One hundred and ninety million women are employed in global supply chains. However, they often occupy the most vulnerable and lowest paid jobs. Studies show that women have more limited access to essential products and services, own less land and face legal and social barriers in pursuing education or opening a bank account, all factors which push them into these jobs. Women also undertake almost two and a half times more unpaid work than men (Davis Pluess and Pruzan-Jorgensen, 2016), which can prevent them from engaging in opportunities that could improve their livelihoods, such as work-related training.
These initial barriers often have a multiplier effect on gender inequality. For example, in agricultural supply chains women may be excluded from production contracts since they have less access to land, financial mechanisms and technology. Research has shown that contract farming often leads to an improvement in technology, increasing productivity on the farms receiving contracts. Consequentially, women’s productivity would be lower than their male counterparts if they do not receive contracts. In cases where women have no access to land and contracts are held by male family members, female labour if often unpaid, thus negatively impacting the woman’s economic independence and empowerment (Maertens and Swinnen, 2012).
Each supply chain has its own unique challenges. The garment industry in developing countries has been under scrutiny for decades due to unsafe working conditions and unfair labour practices in factories. The Better Work Program, a collaboration between the World Bank’s International Finance Corporation (IFC) and the United Nation’s International Labour Organization (ILO) highlights a number of issues specifically related to gender. As well as the gender wage gap and the under-representation of women in supervisory roles, stereotypes regarding men’s and women’s skills and attitudes often result in occupational segregation and gender-based discrimination upon recruitment. This leads to sexual harassment in factories, which is normalized due to a fear of repercussions. Long working hours put extra strain on women, who have the majority of household and caregiving responsibilities. In addition, pregnant women may have their salaries deducted for accessing antenatal care and short-term contracts result in them missing out on maternity leave benefits (Janssen and Rossi, 2018).   
Business case for gender equality and women’s empowerment in supply chains
“You whore, your caste people should be kept where the slippers are kept”. 
This insult, leveled at a female tailor in India by her supervisor after he grabbed her by the hair and punched her, will always be linked with clothing brand H&M. The incident was recorded in a report by Global Labour Justice (GLJ) (Hodal, 2018) and subsequently picked up by the press and social media, resulting in an online petition signed by almost 55,000 people, demanding that H&M protect their workers (Weitzen, 2019). H&M aren’t the only brand to have these types of issue in their supply chain. The GLJ website details multiple instances of alleged discrimination and violence against women in factories supplying to brands including Target, Old Navy, Adidas, Nike and Polo (Global Labor Justice, 2019). Last month, The Guardian published an article detailing human rights abuses against young female employees at a factory in Bangladesh that produces clothing for Lululemon. Women at the factory allegedly face regular humiliation, being called “whores” and “sluts” by their managers, and physical violence (Marsh and Ahmed, 2019). 
This type of negative publicity pushes businesses to take action. The mitigation of reputational risk has become one of the key drivers in companies adopting sustainable practices. Customers and consumers desire transparency and a “we didn’t know” response to human rights infractions, such as those highlighted by GLJ in garment supply chains, is no longer tolerated. The advent of social media has resulted in high speed dissemination of information that could, rightly or wrongly, negatively affect a brand. Corporations are also susceptible to activist groups leveraging reputational risk to influence their sustainability practices (Wright, 2016). 
Public scandals are undoubtedly the quickest way to unite an industry in addressing supply chain issues, but once the backlash has quietened, it does not guarantee that a long-term solution is found. Instead, businesses need to understand the value in proactively supporting gender equality and women’s empowerment in supply chains. While innovation and market growth are often a result of investing in women (Davis Pluess and Pruzan-Jorgensen, 2016), more tangible business benefits can be seen through improved productivity, cost savings and supply chain resiliency, as the following case studies show.
As eluded to earlier, women in agricultural supply chains are often constrained by limited access to education and training, technology, credit and farming inputs. By ensuring women are actively involved in training, businesses can benefit from improved product quality and increased yield which in turn brings stability to the supply chain (IFC, 2016). A case study released by IFC on gender-smart solutions in DCM Shiram’s sugarcane supply chain illustrates these benefits. Over 1,000 women were trained in Good Agri Water Management Practices, which led to an increased yield and subsequently a higher income for female farmers. The business benefited from a yield increase of over 250% over two years and investments in mechanization along with the implementation of systems that improve soil health, aid in stabilizing future supply (IFC, 2017).
IDH, the Sustainable Trade Initiative, provides a startling case study on a fish processing facility in its Gender Toolkit. The company identified absenteeism as a major cost and through analysis determined young women were missing work due cash flow concerns, low morale, and health, family and gender-based violence (GBV) issues. The company took a holistic approach to the problem, implementing four key interventions: financial literacy training; formation of employee committees to consult on working conditions and payment; provision of internal career opportunities for women; and supporting community efforts in mitigating the effects of GBV. As a result, the company expects to save €150K a year in reduced staff and overtime costs and achieve €1.3million in higher revenue thanks to increased productivity (IDH, 2017).
In 2007, Gap’s P.A.C.E. initiative was launched. The training program was designed to provide life skills education to female garment workers, followed by enhanced technical training. The International Center for Research on Women (ICRW) conducted program evaluations between 2009 and 2013. The results speak for themselves. The retention rate of female employees who participated in the program was 66% higher in Cambodia and 49% higher in India than those that did not participate. The year following the program, the number of participants who advanced in their career was 58% higher than non-participants. Not to mention the personal impact the initiative had on those involved. They developed stronger bonds with their colleagues which improved performance on the line. It also empowered them outside of the workplace – a nearly six-fold increase was seen in participants in Bangladesh who felt family members highly respected their opinion after they had taken the course (Nanda et al, 2013). 
Looking at the bigger picture
While the case studies highlighted undoubtedly had a positive impact on both women and business, it’s important to understand how gender focused initiatives in supply chains can be effective. A company must have a clear understanding of the issues that need to be addressed and for this, data is key. As stated by Melinda Gates in her 2019 Annual Letter, “data leads to better decisions and better policies. It helps us create goals and measure progress. It enables advocacy and accountability.” (Gates and Gates, 2019). She also highlights the lack of reliable data on women and girls, especially in developing countries. The onus is therefore on businesses to conduct research themselves and identify the prevailing gender issues in their supply chain.
It is also important to understand how gender equality and women’s empowerment affects broader issues relating to sustainability. The UN, in their description of SDG 5: Gender equality, refer to women’s empowerment having a “multiplier effect” across all the other goals (United Nations, 2019). Women are disproportionately affected by poverty which in turn affects their levels of hunger, health and access to clean water and sanitation. However, research has shown that when women have control of their income it is more likely to be spent on health care, improved nutrition for their children and investing in their child’s education (Maertens and Swinnen, 2012). 
The business case for investing in a cohesive sustainability strategy has been well documented. As well as improving risk management, a comprehensive corporate responsibility strategy can: attract and engage employees; build customer loyalty; foster innovation; drive competitive advantage through stakeholder engagement; and improve financial performance (Whelan and Fink, 2016). Investors are increasing interested in a company’s ESG (environmental, social and governance) performance when making investment decisions. Approaching sustainability strategy through a gender lens can only help businesses in scaling their impact and improving their performance.
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is challenging to find research arguing against businesses developing a sustainability strategy, much less against investing in women in supply chains. Milton Friedman’s argument that a company’s sole objective is to make money for its shareholders and doing good would be at their expense, has been disproven. It’s important to note, however that not all sustainability strategies are successful. A report released by Bain and Company in 2016 showed that only 2% of sustainability transformations achieved or exceeded their aim. The key takeaways from the report were that companies must create key performance indicators and communicate them publicly, and that employees must change their mindset and embrace a core sustainability strategy to ensure success (Davis-Peccoud, Stone and Tovey, 2016). 
Ultimately, to achieve positive impact on women’s empowerment and gender equality, which in turn benefits businesses and the wider economy, a holistic approach must be taken to address all prevailing development issues within supply chains. As Pascale Baeriswyl, State Secretary of the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs of Switzerland, stated in Geneva last week, “women`s rights are a development issue. If we don’t achieve the Sustainable Development Goal 5 on gender equality, no other Sustainable Development Goal will be achieved by 2030. Change is in our hands.” (UN Women, 2019).
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