
The Key To 
Unlocking U.S. GDP 
Growth? Women

Economic Research

Authors 
Beth Ann Bovino 
Jason Gold

Research contributor
Satyam Panday

Writer
Joe Maguire



THE KEY TO UNLOCKING U.S. GDP GROWTH? WOMEN

S&P Global   |   Economic Research 2

This holds especially true in the U.S., 
the only country in the OECD that 
doesn’t provide income support during 
maternity or parental leave by law, and 
where the percentage of women in 
the labor force lags most other OECD 
members after being near the top just a 
few short decades ago. American women 
have an undeniably harder time climbing 
the corporate ladder (for reasons other 
than their talent and dedication) than 
their male counterparts do, and are 
often penalized for taking time off to 
deal with family issues. Moreover, many 
have long been steered toward careers 
and fields of study that are seen as 
“women’s work.”  

Given the ongoing debate in Washington 
about the need for stimulative economic 
policy—specifically tax reform that 
promises to promote corporate 
investment, job gains, and an increase 
in Americans’ disposable income—the 
issue could hardly be more topical.   

S&P Global believes that a dual-
pronged effort of increasing entry 
and retention of more women to the 
American workforce, particularly 
those professions traditionally filled 
by men, represents a substantial 
opportunity for growth of the world’s 
principal economy, with the potential 
to add 5%-10% to nominal GDP in just 
a few decades. If women entered, and 
stayed, in the workforce at a pace in 
line with, say, Norway, the U.S. economy 
would be $1.6 trillion larger than it is 
today, according to a scenario analysis 
conducted by S&P Global economists. 

These results suggest an incredible 
opportunity for responsible growth, one 
built on a foundation of inclusivity.

The ability to raise these labor 
participation rates for women and 
benefit from it in a quality way is 
possible, but it would take change. For 
instance, one option to consider is a 
Congressional Budget Office (CBO)-
like “score” on the impact legislation 
would have on the economic feasibility 
and accessibility to the workforce 
for women. A simple, objective, 
nonpartisan measure that would 
equip lawmakers with the requisite 
tools to asses appropriate proposed 
legislation and its impact on women in 
the workforce. A score that evaluates 
the impact of a bill on how many female 
workers would choose to remain in 
the workforce, one that helps measure 
how the cost of working compares 
with the income from that job. This 
has been done before. In their August 
2010 analysis, the CBO considered the 
impact of the Affordable Care Act on 
how many workers would leave their 
job, and the workforce, once they had 
another viable health care option.  

In this case, the score would look 
at potential economic contribution, 
including the potential impact on 
unemployment, labor force participation 
and productivity. It also could be used 
to introduce a ratio outlining the cost 
of entering the workforce versus the 
cost of childcare or staying at home 
due to family responsibilities. Finally, 
given America’s problem of an aging 

Overview
The prime-age U.S. female 
labor participation rate 
was closer to the top of 22 
advanced OECD economies 
in 1990. As of 2016, it is 
down to 20th, near last 
place in terms of optimizing 
what is considered to be an 
economy’s most valuable 
resource—labor.

 Continued reductions in 
U.S. workplace gender 
inequalities would 
potentially add additional 
5%-10% to U.S. nominal 
growth in just a few 
decades, helping to offset 
the currently expected drag 
to growth from retiring Baby 
Boomers.  

 A Congressional Budget 
Office (CBO)-like “score” 
could assess the impact 
legislation would have on 
the economic feasibility 
and accessibility to the 
workforce for women.

Angel Gurria, secretary-general of the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), once 
said women are “the most underutilized economic asset 
in the world.”
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workforce, it also could look (via another 
potential ratio) at how employment 
could be optimized as older workers 
leave the workforce but could still 
provide advanced training.

The resulting productivity boost from 
more women in the workforce couldn’t 
come at a better time. In contrast to 
the preceding decades, the labor-force 
participation rate—now near a 40-
year low— has increasingly become 
a drag on growth since the turn of the 
millennium (see chart 1). Because of 
this prolonged drag on growth, S&P 
Global U.S. Economics recently lowered 
its estimate for the potential long-term 
average annual economic expansion to 
just 1.8%—one percentage point lower 
than its 2.75% estimate of 15 years ago.

THE BENEFITS BEYOND  
THE NUMBERS
On top of giving the U.S. economy 
a sorely needed shot in the arm to 
pull itself out of the potential growth 
doldrums, increased labor participation 
among women would have knock-
on effects that, while perhaps not 
quantifiable, are no less significant. For 
example, women are more likely than 
men to invest a large portion of their 
household income in their children’s 
education—and so, as those children 
grow up, their improved status benefits 
society and the economy.

Women are also 14% more likely than 
men to participate in job-related savings 
plans, and they save at higher rates up 
and down the income ladder, according 
to a 2015 study by mutual-fund giant 
Vanguard. Those earning less than 
$100,000 participate 20% more often. 
This helps relieve the economic burden 
on future generations and could allow 
for meaningful entitlement reforms—an 
increasingly critical concern, given that 
roughly one-third of Americans have no 
retirement savings at all.

But maybe the most important benefit 
is the economic freedom enjoyed by 
women in the workforce. To be sure, 
many women (and a growing number 
of men) make the admirable decision 
to stay at home, raising children and 
running households. Still others may 
feel they have no choice, given the often 
high hurdles they must clear to enter, 
and advance, in the workforce—not the 
least of which is societal pressure.

In practice, the biggest obstacle for 
working women to overcome involves 
children—both their bearing and 
rearing. As it stands, the U.S. is the only 
country in the OECD that doesn’t provide 
income support during maternity or 
parental leave by law. And for single 
mothers, full-day care for an infant eats 
up 41% of median income, according to 
a 2012 OECD report. Only 5% of workers 
who garner wages in the bottom quarter 
of the distribution have an employer that 

Chart 1
LOST LABOR-FORCE PARTICIPATION MEANS LOST ECONOMIC ACTIVITY
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offers paid family leave, according to 
the BLS, and so most are left to choose 
between taking care of a family member 
or keeping their jobs.  

Meanwhile, as Washington lawmakers 
deliberate over whether to expand 
the federal child tax credit—seen by 
many as a key element of tax reform 
because it would benefit lower- and 
middle-income Americans more than 
those at the top—many women are all 
too familiar with the “glass ceiling” that 
keeps them looking up at similarly (or 
less-) qualified men in positions above 
them. Add to this a wage gap that, while 
narrowing, stubbornly persists.

A 2016 report by Oxfam, showed 
that when looking at 22 “low wage 
women’s jobs” (jobs where women are 
concentrated), of the 23.5 million workers 
in these jobs, 81% (19 million) are women. 
At the other end of the income scale, 
earlier this year in an analysis of the 
Fortune 1000, a list of the largest U.S. 
companies by revenue, only 19.8% of 
board seats were held by women. 

For those women who do occupy the 
same rung of the career ladder as men, 
their paychecks are measurably smaller. 
In 2014, women’s median earnings in the 
U.S. were just 83% of those for male full-
time workers, according to the BLS. That 
means a woman would have to work 
about 44 more days a year to earn what 
her male counterpart did. The gender 
pay gap is smaller for workers aged 25-
34; women in this group earned 90 cents 
for every dollar a man earned, according 
to a 2015 Pew Research Center analysis 
of median hourly earnings of full- and 
part-time U.S. workers.

In a May 5 speech at Brown University, 
Fed Chairwoman Janet Yellen suggested 
that progress in narrowing the gender-
based pay gap has slowed—with women 
working full time still earning about 
17% less than men, on average. Even 

between men and women in the same or 
similar occupations and who have nearly 
identical backgrounds and experience a 
gap of about 10% remains, she said. 

A primary reason for the gap is the 
inequitable share of family care that 
women take on. In a 2013 survey, Pew 
found that 39% of mothers had, at 
some point in their careers, taken off a 
significant amount of time to care for a 
child or other family member. More than 
25% had quit work entirely to do so. Just 
24% of fathers, on the other hand, had 
taken a significant amount of time off to 
assume these responsibilities—and it 
should surprise no one that these types 
of career interruptions can weigh on 
long-term earnings. 

HOW DO WE GET  THERE FROM HERE
While we’ve singled out Norway, many 
other countries provide meaningful 
contrast to the U.S. If we were to look 
closer to home, Canada offers an 
example where women’s participation 
picked up dramatically a few decades 
ago. What is it that these countries have 
in common that has made it that much 
easier for women to enter and stay in the 
workforce? 

For starters, there have been great gains 
in educational attainment for women, 
with a greater number of female doctors 
and lawyers, rather than entering more 
traditionally female-dominated fields, 
such as teaching and nursing. This has 
helped narrow the gender wage gap, but 
there are still gains to be made. 

How many Alberta Einsteins or Carla 
Sagans in STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and math) research have 
we missed because we didn’t offer 
opportunities for them to develop their 
skills? A concerted effort to create 
such openings for girls to explore fields 
normally considered to be the boys’ 
domain would help not only further 
narrow the gender wage gap, but would 

The employment rate for STEM 
educated adults stands at 

However, only

of women studied 
a STEM field
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also move the needle on productivity 
growth, which today we see as painfully 
slow. Even a modern-day Rosie the 
Riveter needs advanced training to align 
her with a dynamic, high-tech modern 
manufacturing world. 

In short, if more girls and women 
began to study subjects traditionally 
dominated by boys and men, we would 
undoubtedly see significant, structural 
gains in economic growth.

But education alone isn’t the cure-
all. True advancement would require 
breaking down barriers that can make 
it difficult, at best, for women to enter, 
stay, and succeed in the American labor 
force. And while we don’t suggest that 
the number of women working outside 
the home could reasonably match the 
number of men who do so, we believe 
that a cultural shift to a more welcoming 
and equitable work environment would 
go a long way toward narrowing the 
difference—thus empowering the 
country’s women and spurring an economy 
that has struggled to grow equitably.

AN AGE-OLD PROBLEM
Less than 63% of the U.S. working-age 
population (defined as 16 and older, with 
no maximum age) is employed or actively 
seeking a job—approximating the lows 
of the early 1970s. For years, the surge 
of women entering the workforce largely 
offset the slow attrition of male labor 
force participation. But since the turn of 
the millennium, women’s participation 
has also declined, to just 57% this 
year from roughly 60% in 2000. While 
the recent overall decline can largely 
be explained by aging Baby Boomers 
starting to retire, a more disturbing 
trend is people of prime working age 
(25-54) leaving the workforce, as well.

While women of prime working age 
made significant inroads in earlier 
decades, the trend has stalled. Having 
nearly three in every five U.S. women 

currently in the workforce is nearly 
double the rate of the years immediately 
following World War II (after which many 
working women were pushed aside to 
make way for returning soldiers). But 
it compares unfavorably to the strong 
gains of the 1960s-1990s, when such 
things as advances in household-
appliance technology, the advent of the 
birth-control pill, and (perhaps most 
importantly) evolving attitudes about 
societal roles, including regulatory 
changes such as the Pregnancy 
Discrimination Act of 1978, gave women 
greater freedom to work outside the 
home (see chart 2). 

In particular, the labor force participation 
rate (LFPR) for women of prime working 
age in the U.S. in 1990 reached 74%—one 
of the highest in the world. Since then, 
that rate has stayed roughly stable while 
increasing steadily elsewhere, pushing  
the U.S. down to 20th  place among  

Chart 2
NOW, U.S. WOMEN ARE LEAVING THE WORKFORCE
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22 advanced OECD economies by 2016. Or, 
in terms of optimizing what is considered to 
be an economy’s most valuable resource—
labor— the US is in near last  place. 

THE U.S. HAS FALLEN BEHIND 
The number of U.S. women working 
outside the home more or less matched 
that of Norway in the early 1970s, at 
which time both countries began to 
see a substantial pickup in the rate. 
However, growth in the LFPR among 
Norwegian women significantly 
outpaced that among American women 
for the next few decades. U.S. women’s 
LFPR peaked at 60.3% in March 2000, 
increasing by an annualized 1.3% from 
1972, when it was 43.9%, according to 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). 
Meanwhile, the LFPR among Norwegian 
women reached 68.9% in 2000 (and 
peaked at 70.7% in 2008), up from 
44.8% in 1972. That’s an annualized 
pace of 1.9%, about 45% faster than 
in the U.S. And while women in both 
countries have left the work force since 
the turn of the millennium, this has been 
much more dramatic in the U.S. than 
in Norway, with the drop three times as 
large (see chart 3). 

If the growth in the women’s LFPR in 
the U.S. had matched that of Norway 
from 1970-2016 (with all other factors 
constant), the U.S. economy would be 
approximately $1.6 trillion bigger than 
it is today. That’s an extra $5,000 or so 
for every man, woman, and child in the 
country—a lack of economic growth that 
affects everyone indiscriminate of gender.

In terms of annual economic expansion, 
real GDP growth would have averaged 
3.1%, rather than 2.9%, and the 
compounded expansion for the 46-year 
period would have been 311% rather 
than the (still impressive) 278%.

These estimates don’t consider the 
effect of increases in women’s education 
and work experience on U.S. productivity 

and growth. Moreover, the scenario 
is hardly outlandish. In a 2013 paper 
for the National Bureau of Economic 
Research, Cornell University economists 
Francine Blau and Lawrence Kahn 
argued that if the U.S. had policies in 
place such as those in many European 
countries, women’s LFPR could be as 
high as 82%. 

EDUCATION: A HELPING HAND,  
BUT NOT A PANACEA
While gender plays a significant role 
in workers’ vulnerability, the biggest 
determinant is education—an area that 
S&P Global believes is the springboard 
for women’s progress. Specifically, 
promoting higher education in STEM 
fields and other areas conducive to 
careers traditionally pursued by men is 
the key that could unlock the earning 
power of American women.

According to an OECD report in March of 
last year, 58% of the 6 million students 
across OECD countries who attained a 
bachelor’s degree in 2013 were women. 

Chart 3
 U.S. NOW FALLING BEHIND IN FEMALE LABOR PARTICIPATION 
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But only 31% of the degrees awarded 
in sciences and engineering went to 
women, while 64% of those in education, 
humanities, and social sciences did. 

To be fair, women aren’t the only 
American students steering clear (or, 
perhaps, being steered away from) 
STEM careers, which is unfortunate, 
since science-related fields offer good 
employment prospects. The employment 
rate for U.S. adults with tertiary 
education (college and higher) who 
studied engineering, manufacturing, and 
construction is 88%—the highest by 
field of study, according to the OECD. 

Those who studied education—a 
field dominated by women, who hold 
more than three in every four teaching 
positions at U.S. public elementary 
and secondary schools—have the 
lowest employment rate, at 78%. This 
is compounded by the comparatively 
paltry pay America’s educators receive. 
On average, U.S. teachers earn less 
than 60% of the salary that similarly 
educated workers command, the lowest 
percentage among OECD countries.

Still, just 23% of 25-64 year-olds with 
a bachelor’s degree or higher studied 
STEM fields for their degree, while 30% 
of tertiary-educated adults studied in 
the arts and humanities, social sciences, 
journalism, and information fields. 
And make no mistake, STEM fields are 
largely dominated by men in the U.S., 
where 33% of men studied the field, 
compared with just 14% of women.

DOES PROMISE LIE IN POLICY?
Various public policies foster an 
environment that makes it easier for 
women to have children and still be 
able to enter or stay in the workforce—
and it’s encouraging that Washington 
lawmakers are considering ways to 
continue this. This opens the door 
for a conversation that would help 
lawmakers evaluate the impact of their 

actions on the economic viability of 
women’s ability to work.

Since Title IX took effect in 1972, 
guaranteeing that no one can legally 
be excluded from participation in any 
educational program merely on the basis 
of gender, American girls and women 
have made great strides toward achieving 
equality. But to think that the playing field 
is now level is, in a word, naïve. 

With the passage of the Women’s 
Educational Equity Act (WEEA) in 1974, 
support was provided to assist schools 
in the recruitment of girls for math, 
science, and athletic programs. Teachers 
were provided with training to increase 
awareness of gender bias in curriculum 
and pedagogy. In the 1980s, however, 
funding for WEEA was drastically cut.

In a more recent policy response, 
cities and states have passed—or are 
considering—laws designed to prevent 
employers from underpaying women. 
New York City and Massachusetts have 
barred companies from asking job 
candidates about their salary history 
or benefits, and at least eight other 
states—Illinois, Maine, Maryland, New 
Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode 
Island, and Vermont—have indicated 
that they may follow suit.

Meanwhile, in Washington, the 
expansion of the federal child tax 
credit has found at least one (perhaps 
unlikely) supporter: Ivanka Trump. The 
senior adviser to, and daughter of, 
President Donald Trump has suggested 
that the U.S. tax code must “recognize 
and support” the reality that last year, 
according to the BLS, in more than 60% 
of married-couple families with children, 
both parents were employed.

Case studies from around the globe 
prove that policies allowing women to 
fully embody their roles as outside-the-
home workers are extremely effective. 

Women are

More likely than men to participate in 
job-related savings plans and more 
likely to invest a large proportion of 
their income in their child’s education
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For example, in 1974, Sweden became 
the first country in the world to give 
mothers and fathers legally mandated 
paid leave after the birth of a child—
initially covering six months, then 
extended to 15 months as of 1990. 
This, along with initiatives such as 
subsidized day care, flexible working 
hours, and economic support to 
families with children, helped Sweden 
to have both the highest women’s 
LFPR and the second-highest fertility 
rate (next to Ireland) among European 
countries in the late 1980s and early 
1990s—a result that is especially 
surprising, given that fertility rates and 
women’s LFPR are typically considered 
to be negatively correlated.

In a 1992 paper by Marianne Sundstrom 
at Stockholm University and Frank P. 
Stafford at the University of Michigan, 
the economists concluded that 
Sweden’s daycare system “makes 
it easier to continue a career after 
parental leave, the availability of part-
time jobs facilitates combining family 
and work, and the tax system limits the 
effects of spouse’s income.”

Similarly, a report from Citigroup in 
November of this year suggests that 
the reason Canadian women are much 
more likely to be in the workforce than 
their U.S. counterparts comes down to 
three decades of public policies and 
business incentives.

While the specific measures necessary 
to advance gender equality differ from 
country to country, the Citi report said 
certain common themes emerge—
such as tax policy, childcare support, 
and retirement structures, as well 
as workplace flexibility and other 
employer-led initiatives. In Canada, 
for example, tax reforms, along with 
federal and provincial government 

support for parenting initiatives, have 
made all the difference. And if we 
need any evidence of the importance 
of such change, the report estimates 
that reductions in workplace gender 
inequalities could add approximately 
6% to GDP in advanced economies over 
the course of one or two decades. 

But we should not simply charge ahead 
without due consideration. As Yellen 
pointed out in her speech, policies often 
entail tradeoffs. In other advanced 
economies, she noted, women are 
more likely than American women to be 
employed part-time—and while this 
may reflect their ability to arrange more-
flexible schedules and spend more time 
with their families, it comes at the cost 
of unbridgeable wage disparity and 
limited opportunities for advancement. 
This raises the question of whether 
policies designed to help women work 
can have unintended consequences.

Nonetheless, there must be change, 
and all indications certainly suggest 
that society recognizes this time in 
history as ripe for a serious overhaul in 
relation to gender accessibility to the 
workforce. This journey begins with a 
fundamental rethinking of policy (and 
policy tools) that must break through the 
structural short-termism of politics and 
look beyond simply supporting women 
with family obligations—a cultural 
privilege in a wealthy country such as 
the U.S. Pursuing short-term, temporary 
measures—especially those that leave 
ideas, innovation, productivity, and 
perspective on the sidelines—is simply 
a shortcut to stimulus, not a roadmap 
for change. If we want to spur the pace 
of growth in the world’s biggest economy 
to its potential, underutilization of our 
greatest economic resource is no longer 
a viable option. n
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The global bull market in stocks has been long. Historic, even. Will it end? Sure, someday, 
just as all such runs do. But S&P Global has found an underutilized source of growth that 
could send global market valuations soaring—to the tune of an extra $5.87 trillion over 
the next decade.  On the heels of our 2017 paper, The Key To Unlocking U.S. GDP Growth? 
Women, we decided to see what adding more women to the American workforce would 
mean for an aging bull market, in the U.S. and abroad. The results astounded us.

Key Takeaways
 - Acceleration in U.S. GDP growth under increased 

female labor force participation could add 
a whopping $5.87 trillion to global market 
capitalization in 10 years.

 - For every 1% of GDP growth, the S&P 500 returns 
3.4% on average annually. An additional 0.2 point 
of GDP growth would therefore boost the S&P 500 
another 0.7%—and could increase U.S. market 
capitalization by $2.87 trillion in a decade.

 - Around the world, each additional percentage point 
of U.S. GDP growth has also translated into a 4% 
jump in equities in Germany, 6.2% in China, and a 
whopping 9.3% in Korea—even more than the gains 
we can expect in the U.S. itself.

 - An increase in women’s participation to that of 
other advanced countries would add an average 
of 0.2 percentage point annually to U.S. GDP in the 
coming decade—or a cumulative $455 billion in 
output above S&P Global’s baseline forecast.

Higher U.S. Female LFPR May Potentially Grow The Global Stock Market Value 
By An Extra $5.87 Trillion In The Next Decade

LFPR—Labor force participation rate. Annual index data from 1993, except Korea, China, Emerging, Global and Global ex-U.S.which are from 1998.  
Sources: S&P Dow Jones Indices, S&P Global Ratings, Bloomberg, The World Bank. 
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Beyond the benefits that additional workers—and, 
therefore, additional disposable income—would 
have on an economy so heavily reliant on consumer 
spending, we can draw an unswerving line from 
increased U.S. GDP growth to increased market value 
in not just the U.S. but in a number of other countries 
and regions. Specifically, based on the historical 
sensitivity of stock markets to economic expansion, 
an acceleration of U.S. output at the pace we calculate 
under increased female workforce participation 
could help extend a historically long global bull run in 
equities (see Chart 1), adding a whopping $5.87 trillion 
to global market capitalization in the next 10 years. 

Chart 1

S&P Global Broad Market Index 
(U.S. Dollar)

Source: S&P Dow Jones Indices

The U.S. bull market 
is embarking on its

the second-longest in history

10th year

In
de

x 
Le

ve
ls

300

250

200

150

100

50

0

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2001 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017



The U.S. is the most significant economy in the global 
market, making up more than half of the S&P Global Broad 
Market Index (BMI). Nearly 25% of U.S. equity market 
revenues come from overseas—mainly from the Asia-Pacific 
region and Europe. 

One way to measure the sensitivity of stocks to U.S. GDP 
growth is by using the “up-market capture ratio,” which 
gauges the average historical annual stock market return 
per 1% of growth, and shows substantial gains from even a 
modest acceleration in the U.S. economic expansion. With 
the U.S. bull market embarking on its 10th year—and now 
the second-longest in history, just three months shy of the 
October 1990-March 2000 stretch (see Table 1)—an extra 
jolt could comfort those investors who are on the lookout for 
bearish signals.

While it’s often said that bull markets (and expansionary 
periods) don’t simply die of old age, among the signs that have 
historically augured market slumps are: fast-rising interest 
rates, slumping consumer confidence, and fear of recession.

Table 1

Bull Markets For The S&P 500

Source: S&P Dow Jones Indices

N/A—Not applicable. A bull market is defined as a 20% rise in the S&P 500 Index from its previous low, ending when the index reaches its high and 
subsequently declines by 20%. A bear market is defined as a 20% decline in the S&P 500 Index from its previous peak, and ends when the index reaches its 
low and subsequently rises by 20%. Source: S&P Dow Jones Indices.

in 10 years, we could see

additional stock market 
value from adding more 
women to the workforce

+ $2.87 
trillion

Start date End date Start price End price Months S&P 500 change Prior bear market Annualized
Jun. 01, 1932 Mar. 06, 1937 4.40 18.68 57.1 324.5% N/A 35.48%
Apr. 29, 1942 May. 29, 1946 7.47 19.25 49.0 157.7% -60.0% 26.10%
Jun. 14, 1949 Aug. 02, 1956 13.55 49.64 85.6 266.3% -29.6% 19.96%
Oct. 22, 1957 Dec. 12, 1961 38.98 72.64 49.7 86.4% -21.5% 16.23%
Jun. 27, 1962 Feb. 09, 1966 52.32 94.06 43.5 79.8% -28.0% 17.58%
Oct. 07, 1966 Nov. 29, 1968 73.20 108.37 25.8 48.0% -22.2% 20.06%
May. 26, 1970 Jan. 11, 1973 69.29 120.24 31.6 73.5% -36.1% 23.31%
Oct. 03, 1974 Nov. 28, 1980 62.28 140.52 73.9 125.6% -48.2% 14.13%
Aug. 12, 1982 Aug. 25, 1987 102.42 336.77 60.4 228.8% -27.1% 26.67%
Dec. 04, 1987 Jul. 16, 1990 223.92 368.95 31.4 64.8% -33.5% 21.04%
Oct. 11, 1990 Mar. 24, 2000 295.46 1527.46 113.4 417.0% -19.9% 18.98%
Oct. 09, 2002 Oct. 09, 2007 776.76 1565.15 60.0 101.5% -49.1% 15.04%
Mar. 09, 2009 May. 25, 2018 676.53 2721.33 110.5 302.2% -56.8% 16.31%
AVERAGE 60.9 175.1% -36.0% 22.06%



The increasing likelihood that inflation will move up to the 
Federal Reserve’s 2% target by the end of this year lends 
justification to S&P Global economists’ forecast for four rate 
hikes this year as the central bank takes further steps along 
the path of monetary-policy normalization. U.S. equities 
markets seemed to buy into this view when a stronger-than-
expected jobs report in late-January fueled investors’ fears 
that borrowing costs would soon climb faster than expected. 
This kicked off a market correction (commonly defined as 
a 10% decline from recent highs), with the S&P 500 index 
dropping from its all-time high close of 2,872 on Jan. 26, to 
2,581 on Feb. 8. (The benchmark index has recovered and was 
up 1.83% year-to-date through May 16.)

Since then, the yield on the 10-year Treasuries, an important 
benchmark for borrowing costs such as mortgage rates, 
recently topped 3% (albeit briefly) for the first time in four 
years—even as the yield gap between the two- and 10-
year notes remains about as slim as it was before the Great 
Recession. This has led some market watchers to suggest 
the yield curve could soon invert. (While an inversion doesn’t 
guarantee a recession, the past three economic downturns 
were preceded by a flip in yields on two- and 10-year notes.)

On another front, U.S. consumer confidence, while still 
strong, declined in March amid tempered optimism about 
the economic outlook. The Conference Board’s measure of 
consumers’ views on current and future economic conditions 

Chart 2

Rising Annualized 90-Day Volatility Shows Market Uncertainty

Source: S&P Dow Jones Indices

fell to 127.7, missing economists’ expectations of 131—
although, that comes after the index reached a record 
high in February.

Meanwhile, S&P Global expects U.S. real GDP growth of 2.9% 
this year and 2.6% in 2019, helped by a boost from the recent 
tax package and increased government spending. Additionally, 
our quantitative assessment of recession risk in the next 12 
months is less than 10%, and our qualitative assessment, 
which recognizes hard-to-measure policy mistakes, 
remains at 10%-15%.

While few economists see a recession on the near-term 
horizon, it’s important to note that, as a leading indicator, the 
stock market typically slides before the onset of an economic 
slump, rather than the other way around. In fact, bear markets 
have historically preceded recession (defined as consecutive 
quarters of contraction) by more than half a year, according to 
investment research firm CFRA.

Fear of recession is difficult to measure, but there has been 
a dramatic increase in stock market volatility, reflecting 
uncertainty—or higher risk. The current annualized 90-
day volatility of the S&P 500 is 18.4%, and it’s 12.4% for 
S&P Global BMI (see Chart 2). That’s a respective 1.8 and 
1.5 times higher than the levels at President Trump’s 
inauguration. Current volatility is also 3.4 (U.S.) and 2.6 
(global) times higher than the lows at the end of 2017.
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Why Women Are  
The World’s Secret Weapon

Against this backdrop, S&P Global believes an increase 
in the female labor force participation rate (LFPR) in 
the U.S. can help.

As it stands, less than 63% of the working-age population 
(defined as 16 and older, with no maximum age) in the U.S. 
is employed or actively seeking a job—hovering near the 
lowest level in more than four decades. For years, the surge of 
women entering the workforce largely offset the slow attrition 
of male labor force participation. But since the turn of the 
millennium, women's participation has also declined, to just 
57%, from roughly 60% in 2000, according to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics.

True, having nearly three in every five U.S. women in the 
workforce is nearly double the rate of the years immediately 
following World War II (when many working women left to 
make way for returning soldiers). But it compares unfavorably 
to the strong gains of the 1960s-1990s, when such things as 
advances in household-appliance technology, the advent of 
the birth-control pill, and (perhaps most importantly) evolving 
attitudes about societal roles gave women greater freedom to 
work outside the home.

And it wasn’t that long ago that the U.S. was among the global 
leaders in women’s workforce participation. As recently as 
1990, LFPR among prime-age American women was near the 
top of advanced economies in the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD). In 1990, LFPR for 
women of prime working age in the U.S. reached 74%. Since 
then, that rate has stayed roughly stable while increasing 
steadily elsewhere, pushing the U.S. down to 20th place 
among 22 advanced OECD economies by 2016.

So, why the focus on women and not some other 
cohort of workers?

In the U.S., the biggest obstacle women must hurdle to fully 
engage in the labor force involves children—in large part 
because the U.S. is the only country in the OECD that doesn’t 
provide income support during maternity or parental leave by 
law. Moreover, a 2012 OECD report showed that full-day care 
for an infant eats up 41% of single mothers’ median income, 
and a 2013 survey by the Pew Research Center found that 
39% of mothers had, at some point in their careers, taken off 
a significant amount of time to care for a child or other family 
member. More than 25% had quit work entirely to do so; just 
24% of fathers had taken a significant amount of time off to 
assume these responsibilities.

As it stands, less than

Women's participation 
 has declined to just

of the working-age population 
(defined as 16 and older, with 
no maximum age) in the U.S. is 
employed or actively seeking a job

63%

57%



These trends take on greater importance when we consider 
that the median age of baby boomers is now 63. This means 
that more than 74 million people are at, or approaching, a time 
when old age goes from some far-off future state to a day-
to-day reality. And, as we’ve seen, the responsibilities of elder 
care are out of balance from a gender perspective.

This holds true not just for the U.S., but in many other 
advanced economies—and is particularly important as the 
aging of societies as a whole adds to their economic burdens. 
According to a 2014 report from the Pew Research Center, the 
“old-age dependency ratio”—that is, the number of people 
65 and older per 100 people of working age (15-64)—is rising 
around the world, particularly in Northeast Asia and Europe. 
The report suggests that by the middle of this century, the 
old-age dependency ratio in South Korea, for example, could 
soar as much as 51 percentage points from 2010, to 66. In 
other words, for every three working-age Koreans, there will 
be two in old age. Similarly, Spain’s old-age dependency ratio 
may jump 42 percentage points, to 67, and Italy’s may rise 
31 points, to 62.

How To Possibly Add $2.87 
Trillion To U.S. Market Value

S&P Global believes that a concerted effort to increase 
participation and foster retention of women in the American 
workforce, particularly in those professions traditionally filled 
by men, represents a substantial opportunity for growth of 
the world’s principal economy. (See “The Key To Unlocking U.S. 
GDP Growth? Women,” published Dec. 5, 2017.) 

We calculate that if the U.S. were to increase women’s LFPR to 
that of other advanced countries, it would add an average of 
0.2 percentage point annually to GDP in the coming decade—
which translates to a cumulative $455 billion in output 
above S&P Global’s baseline forecast for growth. Even for an 
economy now exceeding $20 trillion, an extra few hundred 
billion dollars goes a long way.

Similar to the way the returns on increased government 
infrastructure spending, for example, can exceed the 
investment through the so-called “multiplier effect,” a boost to 
annual GDP of 0.2 percentage point would typically translate 
to even greater gains in equities. In fact, for every 1% of growth 
in GDP, the S&P 500 returned 3.4% on average annually, from 
1990. An additional 0.2 point a year of GDP growth would 
therefore boost the S&P 500 an additional 0.7%. All else being 
equal, the additional estimated economic expansion would 
increase U.S. stock market capitalization by $2.87 trillion in a 
decade (see Chart 3).

Chart 3

Higher U.S. Female LFPR May Potentially Grow the U.S. Stock Market Value  
by an Extra $2.87 Trillion in the Next Decade

LFPR—Labor force participation rate. 
Sources: S&P Dow Jones Indices, S&P Global Ratings.
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In the U.S., the technology sector might be the biggest 
beneficiary of this extra jolt, given that it has the highest 
up-market capture ratio, at 5.6% per percentage point of GDP 
growth. An additional 0.2 point of growth could therefore add 
1.1% to tech shares. At the other end of the spectrum, the 
sensitivity of utilities stocks to GDP growth is just 2.2-to-1, 
and so an extra 0.2 point of growth would add just 0.4% to 
shares in this sector (see Chart 4.)

output above S&P Global 
Ratings' baseline 
forecast for growth if 
the U.S. were to increase 
women's LFPR to that of 
other advanced countries

+ $455 
billion

Chart 4

U.S. Equities May Gain From Estimated U.S. GDP Growth Due To Increased U.S. Female LFPR 

LFPR: Labor force participation rate. 
Sources: S&P Dow Jones Indices and Federal Reserve Economic Data. 
Annual data ending in Dec. 2017. All data is from 1995 except real estate (1990).
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Chart 5

Global Stock Market Sensitivity to U.S. GDP Growth
S&P Global BMI (U.S. Dollar)

Given stocks’ sensitivity to economic expansion, it makes 
sense that accelerated growth in the U.S. would boost equities 
around the world—especially when we consider that the U.S. 
accounts for slightly more than half of the global equities 
market capitalization of $54.8 trillion. Still, the “multiplier” 
effect that U.S. growth has on specific countries’ stock markets 
is, in some cases, surprisingly large.

The mechanism for this is fairly simple: Because the 
U.S.’s “trade elasticity” is such that the country’s imports 
tend to increase at a faster pace than GDP growth during 
expansionary periods (while shrinking at closer to a 1-to-1 rate 
during times of economic contraction), manufacturers and 
other exporters to the U.S. enjoy outsized benefits when the 
American economy expands.

S&P Dow Jones Indices calculates that, for example, each 
additional percentage point of U.S. GDP growth has translated 
to a 4% jump in equities in Germany, 6.2% in China, and a 
whopping 9.3% in Korea—even more than the gains we can 
expect in the U.S. itself (see Chart 5).

Source: S&P Dow Jones Indices. Annual index data from 1993. Korea, China, Emerging, Global and Global ex-U.S. are from 1998.
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When we add in the boost to U.S. GDP of increased women’s 
LFPR, the numbers become even more impressive. Equities 
in Korea would enjoy an additional 1.9% bump, and those in 
China would gain another 1.2% (see Chart 6). 

The notable difference in the up-market capture ratios of, 
for example, China and Japan—the Nos. 1 and 4 U.S. trade 
partners among single countries—can be explained in part 
by the amount of trade the countries conduct with the U.S. 
relative to the size of their trade surpluses with the U.S. and 
their annual output, as well as where the countries rank in 
total market capitalization. 

Chart 6

Global Equities May Gain From Estimated U.S. GDP Growth Due To Increased Female LFPR

LFPR—Labor force participation rate. Annual data ending in Dec. 2017.  All data is from 1995 except the following: Real Estate (2002); S&P 400 Growth, 
S&P 400 Value, S&P 600 Growth, S&P 600 Value (1998);  S&P 400 (1991); S&P 500 and all its sectors except real estate (1990).  
Sources: S&P Dow Jones Indices and Federal Reserve Economic Data.
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In dollar terms, China exports almost four times as much 
to the U.S. as it imports in American goods and services, 
with exports to the U.S. accounting for 4.2% of the Chinese 
economy. For Japan, exports to the U.S. are roughly only twice 
its American imports, and exports to the U.S. account for just 
2.8% of Japanese economic output.

Further evidence that this dynamic is at least partly 
responsible for the disparity includes the fact that South 
Korea—the U.S.’s sixth-biggest trade partner and No. 11 on 
the list of national economies—sends just about a third more 
to the U.S. than it receives, but those goods and services make 
up a substantial 4.6% of Korea’s GDP.



Source: S&P Dow Jones Indices and S&P Global Ratings

Meanwhile, Japan’s market cap, at $4.92 trillion, puts it at 
No. 2 in single-country rankings (although a distant second 
behind the U.S.’s $27.7 trillion). The dollar value of stocks 
traded in Japan is also roughly equal to the size of the 
country’s economy, which is the world’s third-largest. On the 
other hand, China’s market cap, at $1.88 trillion, is much 
smaller than its island neighbor’s and is less than one-sixth 
the size of the country’s $12 trillion economy.

The Potential To Create An ‘Extra’ 
$5.87 Trillion In Market Value

Things get even more interesting when we consider the dollar 
values that could accumulate to various countries’ market 
capitalizations. Most notably, Korea, which currently has 
the smallest market value of the countries in our forecast, 
could benefit so extraordinarily from U.S. GDP enhanced by 
increased female LFPR that it would jump to No. 3, just behind 
Japan and the U.S. in the 10 years we examine (see Table 2).

Table 2

Hypothetical Cumulative Growth In Global Stock Markets Over The Next Decade
(in $000,000)

S&P Global BMI  
(USD)

Market Value 
(USD) as of Dec 
29, 2017

Market Value  
Added From  
GDP Growth

Market Value  
Added From  
Female LFPR

Market Value Added 
From GDP Growth + 
Female LFPR

Ending Market Value 
From GDP Growth + 
Female LFPR

Global 54,789,720 44,901,952 5,867,856 50,769,808 105,559,528 
Developed 49,031,783 43,848,409 5,833,345 49,681,754 98,713,536 
United States 27,675,289 30,322,121 4,216,048 34,538,169 62,213,457 
Global Ex-U.S. 27,114,431 20,588,464 2,650,421 23,238,885 50,353,316 
Developed Ex-U.S. 21,356,494 15,601,951 1,993,695 17,595,646 38,952,140 
Emerging 5,757,937 7,080,029 1,011,030 8,091,060 13,848,996 
Japan 4,919,303 2,411,477 287,861 2,699,338 7,618,642 
United Kingdom 3,144,893 2,040,353 255,094 2,295,447 5,440,340 
China 1,877,032 4,205,571 700,675 4,906,246 6,783,278 
Canada 1,750,558 1,726,743 234,560 1,961,303 3,711,861 
France 1,691,138 1,529,636 203,978 1,733,613 3,424,751 
Germany 1,650,980 1,961,001 277,767 2,238,768 3,889,749 
Switzerland 1,393,011 1,711,269 244,316 1,955,585 3,348,596 
Australia 1,229,037 1,114,490 148,697 1,263,187 2,492,224 
Korea 1,069,279 4,971,949 1,020,467 5,992,417 7,061,695 



In total, global market cap could surge by $5.87 trillion 
in a decade given an acceleration in U.S. GDP growth at 
the pace we calculate under increased female workforce 
participation (see Chart 7).

All told, if the U.S. were to follow the lead of many other 
developed countries and implement policies that encourage 
women to enter and remain in the workforce, the effects could 
reverberate globally, supporting a stock market boom far 

greater than the economic growth itself. Given the sensitivity 
of historical stock market returns to U.S. GDP growth, the 
result of adding more women to the workforce could boost 
U.S. stock market value by an additional return of 0.7% 
annually in the next decade, translating into an extra $2.87 
trillion of market value. What is perhaps more impressive 
is the sprawling power that U.S. growth has globally, with 
an incremental return of 0.6% to the global stock market 
translating into $5.87 trillion of added market value.

Chart 7

Higher U.S. Female LFPR May Potentially Grow The Global Stock Market Value By An Extra 
$5.87 Trillion In The Next Decade

LFPR—Labor force participation rate. Annual index data from 1993, except Korea, China, Emerging, Global and Global ex-U.S.which are from 1998.  
Sources: S&P Dow Jones Indices, S&P Global Ratings, Bloomberg, The World Bank. 
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The views expressed here are the independent opinions of S&P Global’s economics group, which is separate from, but provides forecasts and other input to, 
S&P Global Ratings’ analysts. The economic views herein may be incorporated into S&P Global Ratings’ credit ratings; however, credit ratings are determined 
and assigned by ratings committees, exercising analytical judgment in accordance with S&P Global Ratings’ publicly available methodologies.
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While it’s been around for more than 40 years, the rallying cry  
“The Future Is Female” is breathing new life into gender-equality  
movements around the world, as women gain greater political power,  
social sovereignty, and economic agency.

This last current of change, which has yet to grab the spotlight 
in the same way as other transformations, may soon take center 
stage. With women’s control of investible wealth on the rise, 
possibly reaching $72 trillion dollars worldwide by 20201 , the 
ramifications are clear: Women’s influence as investors in global 
financial markets—and, by extension, national economies—
has grown substantially, and will continue to do so. In this light, 
it’s critically important to consider the approach women take 
to their finances and the issues they care most about.

S&P Global recently polled women and men in the 11 countries with  
the largest stock markets to gauge aspects of financial preparedness, 
investment behaviors, and financial market sentiment.

Women’s preparedness and participation in each of those 
markets varies, and this collaborative effort is an attempt at 
revealing interesting insights about cultural and economic 
factors representing women’s realities. However, one thing 
is clear: Whatever comes next comes down to women. 

Note: The U.S. is the world’s 
largest stock market and 
makes up more than half of 
the global market value. The 
U.K., Germany, Switzerland, 
Canada, Australia, France, 
Korea, China, India and Japan 
are the 10 next largest by 
market capitalization.



Women’s control of the world’s 
investible wealth may reach

More than

adding to their influence as investors 
in global financial markets

of women in Japan and Korea are  
worried about their personal finances

$72 trillion

80%

Key Takeaways
 - Women’s control of the world’s investible wealth may 

reach $72 trillion by 2020, adding to their influence 
as investors in global financial markets—and, by 
extension, national economies. Women are also more 
likely than men to weigh a company’s environmental 
and social impact when making investment or 
purchasing decisions.

 - Only 26% of American women invest in the financial 
markets, despite 41% saying now would be a good time 
to invest. On the bright side, more than  two-thirds of 
women in the U.S. and Canada believe that they are in 
charge of their financial well-being.

 - More than 70% of men and women in the U.K., Germany, 
France, and Switzerland say they are at least somewhat 
worried about their financial future. In each of these 
countries, a higher percentage of women said so, 
including a shocking 88% of women in France.

 - More than eight in 10 women in Japan and Korea are 
worried about their personal finances.

 - Overall, trust and confidence in financial institutions 
and stock markets are high amongst the population in 
India, with approximately 80% of both women and men 
finding them to be at least “somewhat” credible sources 
of information.
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ESG Matters As Storm Clouds Loom 

 - In 10 out of 11 countries women said they are less 
prepared than their male counterparts to weather a 
financial setback. 

 - Higher shares of women around the countries surveyed 
said they were in “fair” or “poor” financial shape.

 - In most markets surveyed, women are more likely 
than men to weigh a company’s environmental 
and social impact when making investment or 
purchasing decisions. 

The survey results, when viewed through a global prism, 
show a stark contrast between genders on a variety of issues. 
These differences cast light on the ways in which women 
often feel less financially secure and less optimistic about 
their economic futures. Paradoxically, women feel a greater 
sense of conviction when it comes to betting on themselves 
and using their economic strength to exercise their values. 
Understanding these differences, and their causes, can 
help countries, companies, and individuals take practical 
steps toward the sort of inclusive economic growth that will 
benefit everyone.

Consider that women are generally more likely than men to 
weigh a company’s environmental and social impact when 
making an investment decision or buying a product. In every 
country but one, these considerations were even more of a 
factor when it came to investment decisions.

With women holding, by some estimates as much as 40%2 of 
the world’s total wealth, it seems clear that fund and asset 
managers’ increasing focus on environmental, social, and 
governance (ESG) issues is here to stay.

Buying and Investment Behavior and Environmental and Social Responsibility 

Country

% company’s stance on environmental and social 
issues is important in investment decisions

% company’s stance on environmental and social issues is 
important in purchasing products/services 

Women Men Women-Men Margin Women Men Women-Men Margin

Canada 85% 66% +19 79% 66% +13

Switzerland 80% 68% +12 77% 65% +12

Germany 76% 66% +10 72% 61% +11

United Kingdom 75% 66% +9 71% 65% +6

United States 79% 70% +9 79% 67% +13

Australia 76% 70% +6 75% 70% +5

India 92% 86% +6 86% 89% -3

France 77% 72% +5 78% 72% +6

Korea 90% 85% +5 86% 81% +5

Japan 70% 70% 0 68% 66% +2

China 87% 91% -4 82% 92% -10

Q: “When it comes to deciding whether or not to invest in a company, how important is a company’s stance on social or environmental issues?” and 
“When it comes to deciding whether or not to purchase a product or service from a company, how important is a company’s stance on social or 
environmental issues?”



Buying and Investment Behavior and Environmental and Social Responsibility 

Country

% company’s stance on environmental and social 
issues is important in investment decisions

% company’s stance on environmental and social issues is 
important in purchasing products/services 

Women Men Women-Men Margin Women Men Women-Men Margin

Canada 85% 66% +19 79% 66% +13

Switzerland 80% 68% +12 77% 65% +12

Germany 76% 66% +10 72% 61% +11

United Kingdom 75% 66% +9 71% 65% +6

United States 79% 70% +9 79% 67% +13

Australia 76% 70% +6 75% 70% +5

India 92% 86% +6 86% 89% -3

France 77% 72% +5 78% 72% +6

Korea 90% 85% +5 86% 81% +5

Japan 70% 70% 0 68% 66% +2

China 87% 91% -4 82% 92% -10

Q: “When it comes to deciding whether or not to invest in a company, how important is a company’s stance on social or environmental issues?” and 
“When it comes to deciding whether or not to purchase a product or service from a company, how important is a company’s stance on social or 
environmental issues?”

Financial Preparedness Snapshot 

Country
% Unable to Afford Lifestyle for <1 Month % in “Fair” or “Poor” financial  shape

Women Men Women-Men Margin Women Men Women-Men Margin

United Kingdom 43% 30% +13 68% 59% +8

United States 39% 27% +12 60% 50% +10

Germany 32% 22% +10 70% 59% +11

Switzerland 34% 25% +9 73% 55% +18

Canada 35% 27% +8 58% 55% +3

Australia 39% 32% +7 67% 54% +13

France 45% 38% +7 79% 66% +13

Korea 32% 26% +6 85% 87% -2

China 16% 11% +5 56% 55% +1

India 35% 31% +4 37% 39% -2

Japan 33% 33% 0 87% 84% +3

Q: “If you were to find yourself unemployed or unable to work, how long would you be able to afford your current lifestyle?” and “Thinking about your 
personal finances, how would you rate your own personal financial situation?”

With women holding  
as much as

of the world’s total wealth, it seems 
clear that fund and asset managers’ 
increasing focus on ESG issues is 
here to stay

40%



Overall Trust in Financial Institutions 

Country Total Trust Total Not Trust A lot Some Not too much Not at all

India 80% 20% 32% 48% 17% 3%

China 71% 29% 13% 58% 21% 8%

Korea 68% 31% 10% 58% 27% 4%

United States 59% 39% 8% 51% 30% 9%

Canada 56% 41% 9% 47% 33% 8%

United Kingdom 56% 44% 7% 48% 35% 9%

Japan 52% 47% 4% 48% 38% 8%

Australia 52% 47% 10% 41% 35% 13%

Switzerland 50% 50% 6% 44% 37% 12%

Germany 44% 56% 6% 38% 40% 16%

France 42% 58% 6% 35% 40% 18%

Q: “How much do you trust information from financial institutions when it comes to making decisions?”

In 10 of the countries we 
surveyed, anywhere from

of women said they 
would have to make some 
lifestyle adjustments 
within one month

32–45%

Less rosy are the results on financial preparedness. In 
all countries but one, women in the survey said they are 
less prepared than their male counterparts to weather a 
financial setback such as the loss of a job. A surprisingly 
large percentage of women in almost all countries said that if 
they found themselves without work, they would only be able 
to sustain their current standard of living for a short time. 
In 10 of the countries we surveyed, anywhere from 32% to 
45% of women said they would have to make some lifestyle 
adjustments within one month (if not immediately) if they 
were suddenly unemployed or unable to work—the lone 
exception being China, where 16% of women said they would 
have to do so. In every case but one, the percentages were 
significantly higher among women. (In Japan, an equal one-
third of respondents said they would be unable to afford their 
current lifestyle.)

Moreover, generally higher shares of women said they were 
in just “fair” or “poor” financial shape, and similar (though 
somewhat less striking) figures can be seen in the results 
concerning retirement planning—with more women saying 
they feel behind where they would like to be.



The U.S. and Canada
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Millennial Women Are More Wary of Markets 

 - Two-thirds of millennial women across the U.S. (68%) 
and Canada (65%) say they were in “poor or fair” shape.

 - Only 26% of American women invest in the financial 
markets despite 41% saying now would be a good 
time to invest.

 - On the bright side, a majority of women (69% U.S. and 
67% Canada) believe that they are in charge of their 
financial well-being.

 - Women are more likely (Canada +19 and U.S. +9) 
than men to weigh a company’s environmental and 
social effect when making an investment decision or 
buying a product. 

In the U.S., the world’s largest economy3, women hold an 
estimated 42% of wealth yet, a clear majority are pessimistic 
about their personal finances. Three-in-five American women 
rate their current financial situation as “fair”, at best—with 
more than one-in-five saying they are in “poor” shape. The 
same goes for women in Canada.

If faced with a financial setback such as sudden 
unemployment, 22% of American women say they would 
immediately be unable to afford their current lifestyle—far 
higher than the number of men (13%) who said the same. (It’s 
worth noting here that labor force participation among prime-

age women in the U.S., which was near the top of 22 advanced 
OECD economies as recently as 1990, has since fallen to 20th. 
This is critical, since women are 14% more likely than men 
to participate in job-related savings plans, and they save at 
higher rates up and down the income ladder4 .)

Sadly, the picture is even bleaker for millennial women across 
North America, with more than two-thirds of respondents 
saying they were in “poor or fair” shape financially.

This helps either explain why only 26% of American women 
invest directly in the financial markets or through mutual 
funds, despite 41% saying now would be a good time to do 
so. Even when the market offers the potential for economic 
prosperity, women are generally in less of a secure position to 
take the risks associated with investing. 

However, despite similar sentiments about their financial 
status, Canadian women are far less risk-averse than 
American women are. North of the 49th parallel, 42% of 
women invest in the financial markets. This holds true at all 
levels of education, even for women without college degrees. 
More than half of college-educated Canadian women invest 
in financial markets, more than 10 percentage points higher 
than their American counterparts.

Three-fourths of women in both countries are at least 
“somewhat worried” about their financial future but 
interestingly, a solid majority believe they are in charge of 
their financial well-being. Highlighting this confidence, more 
than two-thirds say their own actions—such as working 
hard, saving, and investing carefully—are more important 
than events largely out of their control, such as what 
happens to the economy, an unexpected illness, or the fate of 
financial markets.

of millennial women across 
the U.S. and Canada say 
they were in “poor or fair” 
shape financially

2/3

Overall Trust in Financial Institutions 

Country Total Trust Total Not Trust A lot Some Not too much Not at all

India 80% 20% 32% 48% 17% 3%

China 71% 29% 13% 58% 21% 8%

Korea 68% 31% 10% 58% 27% 4%

United States 59% 39% 8% 51% 30% 9%

Canada 56% 41% 9% 47% 33% 8%

United Kingdom 56% 44% 7% 48% 35% 9%

Japan 52% 47% 4% 48% 38% 8%

Australia 52% 47% 10% 41% 35% 13%

Switzerland 50% 50% 6% 44% 37% 12%

Germany 44% 56% 6% 38% 40% 16%

France 42% 58% 6% 35% 40% 18%

Q: “How much do you trust information from financial institutions when it comes to making decisions?”



Still, there are some positive aspects. Even in the U.K., where 
tense negotiations over the country’s departure from the E.U. 
are raising the specter of a no-deal Brexit, only a minority of 
women (36%) are either “very” or “extremely” worried about 
their financial future. The figures are similar in Germany and 
Switzerland, but significantly higher, at 59% in France.

Along these same lines, British women have greater trust 
in traditional financial institutions than women in France, 
Switzerland, and Germany do. Yet, this trust doesn’t 
necessarily translate into actual investment. In fact, only 
around 20% of women in the four largest E.U. markets 
think it’s a good time to invest in financial markets. This is 
particularly telling, given that solid majorities of women in 
each country (figures range from a low 57% in Germany to 
a high of 70% in France) believe they are in charge of their 
financial well-being.

Europe 
U.K, Germany, France, Switzerland

Alexandra Dimitrijevic 
Global Head of Analytics & Research 
S&P Global Ratings

Worries Weigh on Investment

 - Amongst the population in some of Europe’s wealthiest 
nations, economic uncertainty abounds – with over 
70% of the population in the U.K., Germany, France and 
Switzerland saying they are at least somewhat worried 
about their financial future.

 - In each of these countries, a higher percentage of 
women are worried about their financial future, 
including a shocking 88% of women in France.

 - Their worry may be well founded – In France and 
England 45% and 43% of women respectively said they 
would need to make lifestyle adjustments within one 
month if faced with a financial setback, outpacing the 
number of men who said the same.

The decade since the global financial crisis has seen a 
rise in populist attitudes and this has been especially 
evident in Europe. Financial uncertainty and sweeping 
demographic change are at the root of the backlashes against 
traditional government and financial institutions seen 
across the continent.

These concerns are reflected in our survey results—with 
the highest numbers of women in France (45%) and the 
U.K. (43%) saying they would need to make some lifestyle 
adjustments within one month (if not immediately) if faced 
with a financial setback such as sudden unemployment. (To 
be fair, elevated percentages of men in those countries also 
felt the same way, at 38% and 30%, respectively.)

Additionally, large majorities of women in the four European 
countries we surveyed are at least somewhat worried 
about their financial future. In Switzerland, 73% of women 
expressed such worry; in the U.K., 74%; and in Germany, 
75%. However, that figure jumps to a shocking 88% among 
women in France. This is in stark contrast with the fact 
that women in European countries hold roughly 40% of the 
continent’s total wealth5.

Amongst the populations 
in some of Europe’s 
wealthiest nations,  
more than

of men and women in the 
U.K., Germany, France and 
Switzerland saying they are 
at least somewhat worried 
about their financial future

70%



This runs alongside where women rank “jobs and the 
economy” among the issues that matter most to them. In 
South Korea, 59% of women rank it as their most pressing 
issue. It’s also critical in Japan, where 29% of women rank it 
as their top concern—nearly as high as the next two issues, 
the environment and education, combined. In China, 30% 
of women identified it as their primary focus, more than 
10 percentage points higher than other concerns, such as 
healthcare and education. 

Interestingly, in all the markets surveyed, Asian women 
are most likely to keep their finances separate from their 
partners. This independence speaks to the growing autonomy 
and power women hold in the marketplace.

Asia
China, Japan, South Korea and Australia

Sarah Cottle 
Global Head of Market Insight and APAC Regional Leader 
S&P Global Platts

China Stability Isn’t The Whole Story

 - Almost half of Chinese women surveyed can sustain 
themselves without income for more than six months

 - More than eight in 10 women in Japan and Korea are 
worried about their personal finances 

 - Interestingly, Asian women proved to be more financially 
independent than their global counterparts

The most populated region in the world, Asia is a mixed 
bag when it comes to economic outlooks. Among the Asian 
countries we surveyed, women in South Korea and Japan 
proved the most pessimistic about their personal finances. 
More than eight in 10 women in Japan (87%) and Korea (85%) 
believe they are in “poor” financial shape.  

Financial preparedness is highest in China; with 49% of 
women financially stable enough to sustain themselves 
without their income for more than six months, and 37% able 
to make it a full year! Fewer than one-in-ten Chinese women 
(7%) say they have no safety net at all—and that holds true 
even among the youngest cohort of women aged 18-34. 
Ninety-two percent of them have some form of financial 
cushion . Meanwhile, in Japan, 87% of women and 84% of 
men consider themselves in fair or poor shape financially—
the most pessimistic outlook of countries surveyed.

Chinese women are most likely to think it’s a good time to 
invest in financial markets (45%). Korean and Japanese 
women are the most reticent—only 21% of Korean women 
and 16% of their Japanese counterparts say it’s a good time 
to invest. Interestingly, roughly two-thirds of women in China 
and South Korea say their own actions are more important 
for their financial well-being than events largely out of their 
control are, while a minority (46%) of Japanese women feel 
they are in the driver’s seat in this regard—by far the lowest 
percentage in any of the countries we surveyed.

financially stable enough to 
sustain themselves without 
their income for more than 
six months

49%

able to make it a full year

37%



With India set to become the world’s most populous country—
and its ratio of elderly citizens on track to double by 20507—
sustaining current lifestyles will require a vibrant, sustainable 
labor market and wage growth that would enable more 
provisioning for education and healthcare. This is reflected 
in the policy priorities of both men and women in India, who 
ranked “jobs and the economy” as their most pressing issues 
of concern (25%), closely followed by education (24%) and 
health care (21%).

The paradox: optimism and investment confidence are high, 
but their continuation is contingent on income security, which, 
in turn, is far from assured.

Small wonder then, that 32% of the respondents believe their 
financial well-being depends on events mostly outside their 
control, such as economic development, the stock market, or 
an unexpected illness.

India

Ashu Suyash 
CEO of CRISIL

Institutional Trust Sky High- Bucking Global Trends

 - Overall, trust and confidence in financial 
institutions and stock markets are high amongst 
the population in India, with approximately 80% 
of both women and men finding them to be 
“somewhat” credible source of information.

 - Economic confidence is reflected across gender, 
with 92% of women and 88% of men rating their 
current financial situation as “excellent“ or “fair”–
significantly more than the global average of 79%.

 - While both men and women expressed concern 
about their financial future, women were slightly 
less worried, with 83% expressing concern 
compared to 87% of men.

Bucking overall global trends on market sentiment, Indian 
women (71%) and Indian men (73%) think that now is a good 
time to invest in the stock market. 

That optimism corresponds with high trust in financial 
institutions, with at least 80% “somewhat” trusting 
information from these institutions, and 32% showing 
“a lot,” of trust. These numbers are higher than any other 
country surveyed.

Across gender, there is also confidence in the current 
economic situation with 92% of women and 88% of men 
rating their current financial situation as “excellent” or “fair.” 
That’s significantly more than the global average of 79%.

Lest we paint too rosy a picture, 84% of women in India (and 
88% of men) are at least somewhat worried about their 
financial future, with a further 35% of women are “extremely” 
worried—the highest rate of any country. This comes as 
aggregate wealth among Indian women falls shy of the other 
countries we surveyed, with women in the country controlling 
between 20% and 30% of total wealth6.

Economic confidence  
is reflected across 
gender, with

of women and

92%

of men rating their current 
financial situation as 
“excellent“ or “fair”

88%



Conclusion
If the past few years are any indication, the conversation 
around gender equality will continue to be top of mind with 
an ever-increasing imperative for measurable change. We 
have only begun to scratch the surface of what that change 
will look like and more importantly, what it will mean for 
the workplace, government institutions, education systems 
and much more. 

In the meantime, women continue to earn more seats at the 
proverbial table, pushing the global financial system to grow 
more inclusively. Our research shows that progress has been 
made and we expect it to continue because the (financial) 
future is female, and the future is now. 

Endnotes
1 Boston Consulting Group “Global Wealth 2016: Navigating the New Client Landscape”

2 CreditSuisse “Global Wealth Report 2018”

3 CreditSuisse “Global Wealth Report 2018”

4 S&P Global Ratings “The Key To Unlocking U.S. GDP Growth? Women,” Dec. 5, 2017

5 CreditSuisse “Global Wealth Report 2018”

6 CreditSuisse “Global Wealth Report 2018”

7 Global Aging 2016: 58 Shades Of Gray

We believe that the overall share of female adults in China is between 30% and 40%. On the other hand, the Asia-Pacific region 
(excluding China and India) is very heterogeneous. It contains countries where the wealth situation of women is similar to that in 
India (e.g. Pakistan and Bangladesh), but other countries are more similar to China. We assess the women’s share in the region at 
between 25% and 35%.
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Country 2018 Field Dates Language Sample Margin of Sampling Error

United States Nov. 29-Dec. 3 English 9,943 Total:+/- 1.5 Women: +/- 2 Men:+/- 2

Australia Nov. 30-Dec. 8 English 2,026 Total:+/- 2.5 Women: +/-3  Men:+/- 2.5

United Kingdom Dec. 3-4 English 2,010 Total:+/- 2.5 Women: +/-4  Men:+/- 3.5

China Dec. 13-15 Simplified Chinese 2,080 Total:+/- 4 Women: +/- 6  Men:+/- 5.5

Germany Dec. 13-16 German 2,028 Total:+/- 2.5 Women: +/-4.5  Men:+/- 4

Japan Dec. 13-17 Japanese 2,024 Total:+/- 3.5 Women: +/-5  Men:+/- 4.5

Switzerland Dec. 13-17 German 2,029 Total:+/- 3.5 Women: +/- 4.5  Men:+/- 4.5

Canada Dec. 15-19 English and French 2,013 Total: +/- 3  Women: +/- 4.5   Men: +/- 4.5

South Korea Dec. 13-18 Korean 2,017 Total:+/-3 Women: +/- 4  Men:+/- 4.5

France Dec. 17-18 French 2,332 Total:+/- 4 Women: +/-5.5  Men:+/- 5.5

India Dec. 17-18 English 2,029 Total:+/- 4.5 Women: +/- 6.5 Men:+/- 6.5

Weighting methodology explained:

United States and Canada data: This analysis is based on SurveyMonkey 
online polls conducted among adults ages 18 and older in the United States 
and Canada. Respondents were selected from the more than 2 million 
people who take surveys on the SurveyMonkey platform each day. Data 
have been weighted for age, race, sex, education, and geography using the 
United States Census Bureau’s American Community Survey and Statistics 
Canada’s Census Profile to reflect the demographic composition of the age 
18 and over within each country.

For all countries outside of the United States and Canada, SurveyMonkey 
used a third-party panel provider to obtain the sample with quotas for 
gender, age, and region, where available. The following countries were 
conducted in-language: France, Germany, Japan, China, Korea, Switzerland. 
Data have been weighted for age, sex, education, and geography using the 
country’s respective census data for India, China, Australia, Switzerland, 
the United Kingdom, and Canada. Data have also been weighted for age, 
sex, education, and geography using the Pew Global Attitudes Survey for 
Germany, Korea, and Japan. Data have been weighted for age, sex, and 
geography using census data and education using the Pew Global Attitudes 
Survey  for France.
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A Standard ESG 
Framework Is Key to 
Unleashing Markets’ 
Responsible Growth
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President Donald J. Trump’s decision in June 
to pull the United States out of the Paris 
Accord was met with hand-wringing in nearly 

every corner—with one notable exception. While 
politicians, business leaders, and activists made their 
voices heard, loudly, the financial markets, which 
typically react strongly to such headline events, were 
unperturbed. In fact, the S&P 500 closed up 19 points 
that day and has since risen another 1%.    

This shrug of the shoulders comes as investors chart 
their own course through the climate change debate 
and the clarion call from the broader market that 
sustainable growth matters.

For everyone from activist shareholders to mainstream 
money managers, the assessment of companies’ 
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) profiles—
those activities and considerations that go beyond 
merely financial—has evolved from a simple measure 
of corporate responsibility to a key driver of investors’ 
decision-making. As such, the standardization of an 
ESG framework, which the market currently lacks, is a 
critical part of an increasingly values-based economy. 

The potential power of this new market dynamic, 
rooted in corporate responsibility and accountability, 

Highlights

$22.9 trillion
of investments under
management globally
are oriented broadly
toward Environmental,
Social, and Governance
(ESG) policies.

$8.7 trillion
of investments under
management in the U.S.
(1/5 of all investments under
professional management)
are broadly oriented toward 
ESG policies.

95%
of responding institutional 
investors plan to engage 
with companies they invest 
in about issues related 
to the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).
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Chart 1: Components of S&P 500 Market Value 
The role intangible factors—reputation, ESG, and 
others—play in the perceived value of companies 
has dramatically increased.

Tangible Assets

Intangible Assets

Source: Ocean Tomo LLC, January 2015.
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is clear: responsible growth buttressed by broad 
inclusivity and low volatility. 

Current state of play

Markets continuously evolve, with a history of change 
driven by innovation and investor demographics and 
desire. And what investors want now are companies 
that can achieve long-term, sustainable corporate 
growth while practicing responsible behaviors from 
an ESG perspective.

For many companies, embracing ESG has meant 
adopting the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, established by the United Nations in 
2015 as a strategy for investing in the future of the 
planet and its inhabitants. These goals don’t talk 
about cutting business costs or expanding profits, 
but instead about how enterprises can make an 
environmental and societal impact while still 
pursuing their business goals. 

About $22.9 trillion of investments under management 
globally, including $8.7 trillion in the U.S., are oriented 
broadly toward ESG. The U.S. figure represents 
about one-fifth of the country’s investments under 
professional management in 2016, according to The 
Forum for Sustainable and Responsible Investment. 
Examples of how ESG has taken hold in the market 
and as a key concern for investors include: 

-  PIMCO, the world’s biggest bond fund, has developed 
a “sustainability initiative” to support ESG–focused 
investment solutions. Other large investors, such 
as UBS and BNP Paribas, have undertaken similar 
efforts.

-  The Portfolio Decarbonization Coalition, a United 
Nations–sponsored group of 27 mostly European 
institutional investors and asset managers 
controlling $3.2 trillion in assets, has committed 
$600 billion to fund green projects and investments. 

-  A 2016 study of institutional investors by ShareAction 
found that 95% of those who responded plan to 
engage with the companies in which they invest 
about the issues covered by the SDGs.

-  Issuance of green bonds in 2016 was $81 billion, 
nearly double the 2015 mark.

-  In 2017, the Global Impact Investing Network 
(GIIN) reported that about 60% of the 208 “impact 
investing organizations” taking part in their survey 
actively track the financial performance of their 
investments with respect to SDGs—or plan to do 
so soon. 

Yet, for more companies to adopt a change in policy 
and strategy, they may need to be confident in 
investors’ ability to accurately price these long-
term risks and opportunities. Market participants, 
including regulators and policy makers, are now in 
pursuit of a “lingua franca”—a common terminology 
and standards for identifying sector-specific ESG 
factors and measuring the capital differential of 
more sustainable enterprises. 

Developing internationally accepted principles and 
key performance indicators regarding transparency, 
governance, and environmental impact would be an 
important enabler for higher levels of investment in 
areas such as clean energy and other sustainable 
infrastructure. Allowing investors to speak the 
same language when evaluating investments would 
let them better assess the relative merits of one 
project or asset against another.

What is ESG? 
Once part of a simpler measure of a company’s 
corporate social responsibility, ESG criteria have 

The potential power 
of this new market 
dynamic, rooted in 
corporate responsibility 
and accountability, is 
clear: responsible growth 
buttressed by broad 
inclusivity and low volatility. 
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expanded beyond charitable and community activities 
to encompass every aspect of a business—including 
items such as environmental impact, the governance 
systems that oversee those impacts, the willingness to 
develop human capital, and a company’s behavior as a 
corporate citizen.

For instance, increased scrutiny is forcing change 
on companies in the “G,” or governance silo, such 
as promoting transparency, elevating efforts in 
diversifying corporate leadership and board of 
directors membership, and solidifying existential 
risks like business continuity plans and 
cybersecurity safeguards. 

Why do these issues matter? 

In a Wake Forest University study of more than 2,000 
companies from 1998-2011, researchers found 
that “firms with more diverse boards (gender, race, 
age, tenure, and expertise) are more risk-averse … 
exhibiting lower volatilities of stock returns than those 
with less diverse boards.” 

In the global efforts for the pursuit of sustainability, 
finding these commonalities is essential. 

Demographic changes driving ESG

Demographic changes in the investment community 
are fostering this increased interest in ESG. For 
instance, the youngest millennials, now entering 
adulthood, have consistently shown a commitment to 
the environment and a willingness to put their money 
where their convictions lie. 

A global survey conducted by the research firm 
Nielsen in 2015 showed that almost three-quarters 
of millennials are willing to pay more for sustainable 
products and services. Factors influencing their 
purchases include whether a product is made from 
fresh, natural, or organic ingredients, and a company’s 
environmental friendliness or commitment to social 
values. A 2015 Morgan Stanley study showed that 
millennials are twice as likely as other generations 
to invest in companies and funds that target specific 
social/environmental outcomes and are just as likely 
to divest because of objectionable corporate activity. 

The growth in the power of female investors, who 
now control more than half of all wealth in the 
U.S. and a rising percentage around the globe, has 
also contributed to the growth of the adoption of 
sustainability and ESG. In surveys, women have 
consistently shown more concern about weather 
volatility and greater support for social justice 

ENVIRONMENTAL
Focuses on a company’s environmental 
disclosure, environmental impact, and 
any efforts to reduce pollution or 
carbon emissions.

Refers to the workplace mentality 
(e.g. diversity, management, human 
rights) as well as any relationships 
surrounding the community 
(e.g. corporate citizenship 
and philanthropy).

SOCIAL
Accounts for compensation, 
shareholder rights, and the 
relationship between shareholders 
and management.

GOVERNANCE

Source: RobecoSAM, “Measuring Intangibles: CSA Methodology.”
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policies and helping communities thrive—all elements 
of ESG. In fact, female investors are nearly twice as 
likely as male investors to consider both the rate of 
return and the positive impact made by a company 
when making an investment, according to the Morgan 
Stanley study.

Financial innovation in the indices space has 
transferred this traditional decision-making authority. 
With clear trends of passive investing in equities 
growing exponentially in recent years—our research 
shows total net assets of index equity funds increased 
to $1.79 trillion in 2015 from $281 billion in 2002—
access to thematic investing is now widely available to 
most retail investors.

These newly empowered groups are pushing for 
change politically and in the marketplace, which in turn 
influences the actions of asset managers. According 
to a State Street study, half of retail investors want 
their financial advisors to communicate more about 
ESG investing so they can align their investments 
with their personal values. In April, UBS announced it 
would be teaching sustainable investing to its 7,000 
financial advisors and rolling out a new range of impact 
investment products as it attempts to position itself as
the greenest bank in the market.

Filling demand with supply

In this light, investment managers large and small have 
taken steps to accommodate the growing demand 
for sustainable and impact investments. In addition 
to PIMCO’s “sustainability initiative,” BlackRock—the 
world’s largest asset manager with more than $5 
trillion under management—now offers “Investor 

Strategies for Incorporating ESG Considerations,” and 
Northern Trust has been actively promoting its tools 
for conscience-driven investing across all its global 
offices.

This comes amid a boom in markets for sustainable 
assets. Sustainable investing in the U.S. grew 33% 
from 2014-2016, and sales of long- and short-term 
“green” municipal bonds reached $1.5 billion in the 
first quarter of 2017—up 42% from a year earlier—
even as overall municipal bond issuance 
declined 11%.

Then there’s China. 

Facing the prospect of more than 1 million deaths 
a year from pollution-related illnesses thanks to 
its heavy reliance on coal for power generation, the 
world’s second-largest economy has committed 
to begin a transformative spending initiative on 
renewable energy sources, the production of low-
emission vehicles, and the construction of new 
transportation and water infrastructure. Already this 
year, China has issued green bonds at a rate that puts 
it on track to double its 2016 total, with prospects for 
doubling that number again a year from now. 

These actions not only help the Chinese government 
address humanitarian stress, but also open its doors 
to the global capital flows in search of a home for 
sustainable assets. 

View from the C-suite

While market demand continues to increase for tools, 
standards, and data, many companies are woefully 
behind the curve in providing useful ESG metrics, in 
part because of the mistaken belief that investors 
don’t allocate funds based on ESG performance. 
MIT Sloan Management Review’s “Investing For A 
Sustainable Future” showed that very few companies 
prioritize the communication of sustainability 
performance, even as evidence mounts that 
sustainability-related activities are material to the 
financial success of a company over time. 

In short, “investors care more about sustainability 
issues than many executives believe,” the review 
concluded.

Source: Morgan Stanley, 2015

Female investors 
are nearly twice as likely as 
male investors to consider 
both the rate of return and 
the positive impact made by 
a company when making an 
investment.
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Part of the problem transcends a company’s 
willingness to engage with investors on a deeper level 
regarding ESG. Even those managements that are 
eager to share more and invest resources to capture 
data may be struggling to figure out ESG without any 
agreed-upon standards.

However, companies that are on the forefront of 
understanding the impact of ESG are recognizing 
that these criteria should be considered not only 
in the context of mitigating risks and responding to 
stakeholder pressures, but also as new strategic 
directions to remain competitive, foster innovation, and 
create new commercial growth opportunities. 

In fact, a recent collaborative study from Harvard 
Business School, KKS Advisors, and The Generation 
Foundation shows that when companies adhere to 
an ESG framework and at the same time develop 
an authentic purpose, they actually become more 
appealing to their key stakeholders, including 
customers, employees, and investors—thus driving 
innovation and creating value and a competitive edge. 
No surprise that The Economist, in a 2013 survey, found 
that 70% of senior executives worldwide believe a 
sustainability strategy is necessary in order to create 
long-term growth.

$1.5 billion  
in green municipal bonds 
were sold in the U.S. in 
1Q 2017, up 42% from the 
previous year.

Source: SIFMA, 2017

Of course, those companies that fully embrace and 
practice an ESG culture benefit from having the 
tone set from the very top. Allianz SE is consistently 
recognized as one of the most sustainable companies 
in the insurance industry by the Dow Jones 
Sustainability Index (a product of S&P Global). CEO 
Oliver Bäte said in September that his company is “very 
proud of this result. We started with the integration 
of ESG factors into our business early on and have 
continuously improved. We also set ambitious goals for 
the coming years and would like to contribute to the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals.” 

Industry giants like Starbucks, Apple, and Walmart 
are making long-term, board-level commitments 
and adapting their business models to develop 
differentiated products, enter new markets, ensure 
sustainability of their supply chains, attract and retain 
millennial talent, and enhance their relationships with 
regulators and local governments. 

Data is beginning to support this belief that having 
a long-term mindset can pay financial benefits. 
According to a study by McKinsey Global Institute and 
FCLT Global, the results showed that from 2001–2014, 
companies focused on the long term had a higher 
amount of market capitalization growth. They also 
outperformed the competitor set by 47% when it 
came to revenue growth and by 36% in 
earnings growth. 

Conclusion

Still, with all this progress, there remain remarkably 
few standards, available data, and useful tools 
by which investors can effectively price financial 
instruments based on their level of greenness or how 
sound a company’s social policies and governance 
practices are. This has prevented, for example, the 
social finance sector from achieving its untapped 
potential. 

To be sustainable and prosperous, to embrace a 
standardized ESG framework, and to push publicly 
traded companies to disclose in greater detail ESG-
related risks and return value to shareholders are 
the challenges and rewards facing corporations, the 
investment industry, and investors. As each challenge 
is completed and each reward achieved, creating 
a sustainable, more inclusive, less volatile global 
economy will become more of a reality.

Written by Jason Gold

Vice President 
Global Head of Strategic 
Relations and Partnerships
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