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Abstract

The evolution of gender-focused investing represents a transformative intersection between
financial performance and social equity. Gender Lens Investing (GLI) has transitioned from a
niche ethical concern to a mainstream financial strategy, integrating gender-based criteria into
investment decision-making to promote equality and enhance corporate accountability. This
paper analyzes the financial performance and social outcomes of gender-focused exchange-
traded funds (ETFs) and mutual funds across global markets using secondary data from sources
such as Veris Wealth Partners, Parallelle Finance, and Bloomberg. Through comparative
evaluation of 45 funds between 2020 and 2024, the study examines correlations between
gender diversity metrics, environmental, social, and governance (ESG) scores, and financial
returns. Findings suggest that gender-focused funds exhibit competitive returns with slightly
higher risk-adjusted volatility but outperform benchmarks in social impact indicators and
corporate diversity disclosure practices. The study concludes that gender-lens finance, while
not immune to market cycles, remains a critical instrument for aligning investment goals with
sustainable and inclusive development.

Keywords: Gender Lens Investing, ESG, Exchange-Traded Funds, Mutual Funds, Social
Impact, Sustainable Finance, Gender Equality

1. Introduction

The evolution of global finance in the twenty-first century has been defined by a gradual
convergence between market performance and social value. Investors no longer perceive
gender equality as a philanthropic objective; it has become a measurable dimension of
sustainable profitability. Gender-Lens Investing (GLI)-the integration of gender considerations
into investment analysis and decision-making-has emerged as one of the most significant
financial innovations of the last decade (Quinlan & VanderBrug, 2016). The premise of GLI is
simple yet profound: when companies empower women, enhance workplace equity, and
integrate inclusive governance, they are better positioned to deliver superior long-term returns
(Keefe, 2011; Morgan Stanley, 2016).

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 5-achieving gender equality and
empowering all women and girls-has provided a strong normative framework for such financial
movements (United Nations, 2024). Institutions like the Criterion Institute (2023) emphasize
that gender equity is not merely a moral obligation but an analytical variable capable of
influencing capital allocation, market efficiency, and innovation outcomes. Consequently, the
financial sector has witnessed an upsurge of funds explicitly designed to advance gender
inclusion, ranging from equity and fixed-income mutual funds to exchange-traded funds
(ETFs) with mandates to invest in companies that demonstrate gender-diverse leadership,
equitable pay structures, and transparent reporting on gender metrics (Robino & Jackson, 2022;
Smucker & Atherton, 2024).
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Between 2020 and 2024, global assets under management (AUM) in gender-focused ETFs and
mutual funds more than doubled, exceeding USD 4 billion (Smucker & Atherton, 2024). These
vehicles have been launched across major financial centers such as New York, London, Zurich,
Singapore, and Sydney, reflecting the mainstreaming of gender-responsive finance (Bolshaw,
2018; Sekiguchi, 2023). A 2023 report by Veris Wealth Partners found that gender-lens funds
exhibit consistent growth in both size and investor diversity, with millennial and female
investors constituting over 60 percent of new inflows (Pradhananga et al., 2023). The trend
signals a growing realization that social equity and profitability are no longer mutually
exclusive (Perkins, 2017; Thomas, 2023).

From a performance perspective, empirical evidence on gender-focused funds presents a
nuanced picture. Some studies demonstrate that firms with higher female board representation
outperform peers on return on equity and innovation (Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Chen et al.,
2018), while others suggest that excessive reliance on social screening may dilute
diversification benefits (Capelle-Blancard et al., 2022). Yet, the consensus among sustainable
finance scholars is that gender equity serves as a proxy for superior governance quality and
lower reputational risk (Boulouta, 2013; Tashfeen et al., 2023). This relationship has intensified
in the aftermath of global social movements such as #MeToo, which compelled both investors
and corporations to revisit internal cultures of inclusion and accountability (Cook & Luo,
2022).

The rise of gender-focused ETFs and mutual funds also coincides with the institutionalization
of ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) criteria as standard metrics for evaluating
corporate sustainability. Gender diversity now constitutes a material “S” indicator in ESG
rating methodologies used by Bloomberg, MSCI, and Refinitiv (Getler et al., 2021). Parallelle
Finance (2024) observed that companies within gender-lens portfolios frequently outperform
ESG benchmarks in transparency and workforce inclusivity, even when their financial
volatility is slightly higher. Such findings align with Morgan Stanley’s (2016) assertion that
gender-diverse firms are more resilient in downturns because inclusive decision-making fosters
risk mitigation and adaptive governance.

At the social level, gender-lens investing functions as a mechanism for redistribution and
empowerment. By directing capital toward women-led enterprises and companies that
prioritize equitable employment practices, these funds contribute directly to economic
inclusion and community welfare (Biegel et al., 2020; Aidis et al., 2022). The International
Finance Corporation (2020) and CDC Group highlight that gender-smart investing improves
not only corporate accountability but also labor productivity and innovation across supply
chains. Moreover, GLI offers a framework through which investors can measure “double
bottom line” returns-financial performance alongside social progress (Jackson & Sarmento,
2020).

Despite its progress, the field faces methodological and conceptual challenges. One limitation
lies in the heterogeneity of fund objectives: some ETFs track indices emphasizing female
leadership, while others focus on firms with robust family-friendly policies or gender-inclusive
supply chains (Enyart, 2020; Carlile & Pyott, 2018). Comparing their performance thus
requires harmonized indicators that capture both market outcomes and social impacts.
Furthermore, GLI’s rapid expansion raises concerns regarding tokenism and the
commercialization of feminist ideals in finance (Paul et al., 2024; Roberts, 2016). Scholars
argue that while gender-lens investing has introduced valuable metrics, it risks diluting
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transformative agendas if confined to corporate disclosure checklists rather than structural
empowerment (Subramanian et al., 2022).

This research aims to evaluate both the financial performance and social impact of gender-
focused ETFs and mutual funds at a global scale using secondary data. By analyzing return
differentials, Sharpe ratios, ESG scores, and gender-diversity indices across 45 funds from
2020 to 2024, the study bridges the gap between capital-market analytics and gender-equity
objectives. It also explores the relationship between financial success and social responsibility,
testing the hypothesis that funds integrating gender criteria can achieve comparable or superior
risk-adjusted performance relative to conventional benchmarks while delivering measurable
inclusion outcomes. In doing so, the research contributes to the broader discourse on
sustainable investing and corporate accountability, reinforcing the argument that advancing
women’s empowerment is not merely ethical but economically rational.

This study situates gender-lens investing within the larger transformation of capitalism toward
stakeholder value and inclusivity. The integration of gender metrics into financial systems
represents a structural redefinition of what counts as “performance.” As VanderBrug (2012)
and Criterion Institute (2021) observe, the future of finance will depend on its ability to
translate social dynamics-power, representation, and equity-into quantifiable investment
outcomes. By assessing the dual performance of gender-focused ETFs and mutual funds, this
paper seeks to demonstrate that gender equality is not only compatible with market efficiency
but also essential to its sustainability.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Evolution of Gender-Lens Investing

The idea that gender equality can create measurable economic value has evolved from a niche
social cause into a recognized investment paradigm. Early frameworks for gender-lens
investing (GLI) were developed in the aftermath of global movements for corporate social
responsibility and sustainable development (Keefe, 2011; Quinlan & VanderBrug, 2016).
Quinlan and VanderBrug (2016) argued that gender diversity enhances strategic decision-
making, lowers risk exposure, and improves corporate innovation capacity. The United
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 5 on gender equality, later
institutionalized this approach by encouraging investors to align financial flows with social
objectives (United Nations, 2024).

Organizations such as the Criterion Institute have played a pivotal role in formalizing the
concept of GLI, framing it as a translation mechanism between finance and gender analysis.
Their reports emphasized that gendered experiences-beyond numerical representation-shape
how capital creates or restricts opportunity (Criterion Institute, 2021, 2023). This framing
expanded the focus of investment analysis from “counting women” to “valuing gendered
experience,” establishing the intellectual foundation for measuring inclusion as an investment
variable (Subramanian et al., 2022).

Between 2015 and 2023, global interest in GLI accelerated. The Wharton Social Impact
Initiative’s Project Sage series, led by Biegel and Hunt (2017, 2020), tracked gender-lens
activity in private equity, venture capital, and debt markets, documenting exponential growth
in fund launches and AUM. By 2020, over 200 GLI funds collectively managed more than
USD 4.8 billion in assets, spanning markets from the U.S. to Sub-Saharan Africa (Biegel et al.,
2020). Similarly, Veris Wealth Partners (2020) reported that gender-lens funds expanded by
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over 50 percent year-over-year, signaling a transition from ethical investing to mainstream
portfolio allocation.

The intellectual momentum was also shaped by parallel movements in ESG investing.
Researchers such as Biegel, Lambin, and Blanc (2021, 2023) underscored that applying a
gender lens to climate and sustainability initiatives enhanced both accountability and
innovation. Morgan Stanley’s The Gender Advantage (2016) further consolidated GLI’s
credibility, illustrating that gender-diverse firms exhibited higher return on equity (ROE) and
better long-term performance stability than peers lacking diversity. As financial institutions
including Citi (Sekiguchi, 2023) and Bank of America (2022) began issuing dedicated reports
on gender-lens investment strategies, gender equality officially entered the vocabulary of
global capital markets.

This period also saw the integration of gender considerations into broader sustainability
taxonomies. The Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN, 2017) developed metrics for
measuring social outcomes associated with gender equity, while the International Finance
Corporation (IFC) and CDC Group (2020) issued A Fund Manager’s Guide to Gender-Smart
Investing to standardize measurement frameworks. These interventions established a common
language between financiers and gender advocates, making GLI both actionable and
accountable.

2.2 Financial Performance of Gender-Focused Funds

Empirical analyses of gender-focused ETFs and mutual funds have demonstrated mixed but
generally positive evidence regarding financial performance. Early corporate finance studies
revealed that companies with higher proportions of women in leadership exhibit stronger
governance and innovation, leading to higher profitability and lower volatility (Adams &
Ferreira, 2009; Campbell & Minguez-Vera, 2008; Chen et al., 2018). Similarly, the MSCI
(2016) report The Tipping Point: Women on Boards and Financial Performance found that
firms with at least three women directors experienced 45% higher earnings per share growth
than those with all-male boards.

In the specific context of investment vehicles, Badea et al. (2020) examined portfolios
composed of companies recognized for supporting gender equality policies and found superior
stock market performance compared to non-diverse benchmarks. Capelle-Blancard et al.
(2022) confirmed these findings, showing that gender-friendly portfolios in Europe exhibited
comparable or higher Sharpe ratios than market indices. However, the same study warned that
returns could fluctuate in short-term windows due to market concentration and sectoral biases.

The #MeToo movement added a new dimension to portfolio behavior. Cook and Luo (2022)
found that investors’ sensitivity to social issues influenced fund flows-particularly in sectors
perceived to have poor gender equity records. During the 2018-2019 period, gender-diverse
firms received net inflows while others saw withdrawals, demonstrating that social awareness
could directly translate into market capital allocation. Parallelle Finance (2024) identified
similar patterns across 45 gender-labeled ETFs and mutual funds, showing that while financial
returns were only modestly above benchmarks, gender funds outperformed in ESG
transparency and risk governance metrics.

A global comparative analysis by Veris Wealth Partners (2020) indicated that gender-lens
mutual funds achieved an average annualized return of 7.2% from 2015-2020, closely
matching or exceeding conventional ESG funds. Moreover, these funds often demonstrated
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lower drawdowns during crises, suggesting resilience through diversification in human capital
factors. The Women, Wealth & Impact report (Carlile et al., 2015) underscored that companies
in gender-lens portfolios maintained higher employee retention and innovation rates-indirect
indicators of long-term productivity that eventually feed back into financial returns.

In contrast, some scholars questioned whether the observed outperformance resulted from
correlation rather than causation. Horak and Cui (2017) argued that gender-diversified boards
may coincide with other governance strengths, making it difficult to isolate gender as a singular
explanatory factor. Similarly, Paul et al. (2024) critiqued the risk of tokenism in gender-lens
investing, where symbolic representation might inflate perceived inclusivity without driving
substantive performance improvements. Nevertheless, the preponderance of evidence suggests
that gender-lens funds perform competitively with traditional benchmarks, and any modest
return trade-offs are often compensated by reduced reputational and compliance risks
(Tashfeen et al., 2023).

2.3 Measuring Social Impact and Inclusion Outcomes

While financial metrics provide one dimension of fund evaluation, the defining characteristic
of GLI lies in its dual bottom line-financial returns alongside measurable social impact. Jackson
and Sarmento (2020) describe this as a process of “co-creating critical knowledge,” in which
investors collaborate with gender advocates to define and validate indicators of empowerment.
This approach diverges from conventional ESG metrics by focusing on relational and systemic
change-leadership opportunities, equitable pay, access to finance, and representation in value
chains.

Quantifying such outcomes remains complex. The GIIN (2017) introduced impact metrics for
tracking gender-responsive investments, while organizations like Veris Wealth Partners and
Criterion Institute established standardized disclosure frameworks (Criterion Institute, 2019;
2023). Avard et al. (2021) empirically tested the Quantitative Impact Protocol (QuIP) method
in Uganda’s cotton sector to measure women’s economic empowerment, concluding that
targeted investment could produce observable improvements in household decision-making
and income distribution. These insights align with Aidis et al. (2022), who documented positive
social spillovers in small and growing businesses adopting gender-lens approaches.

Parallelle Finance (2024) reported that over 70% of gender-focused funds publicly disclose
metrics related to female board representation, gender pay equity, and workforce participation,
compared to only 42% of traditional ESG funds. This enhanced transparency demonstrates an
alignment with investor preferences for ethical accountability. Furthermore, studies such as
those by Ruiters and Mathibe (2023) show that gender-smart investment in Sub-Saharan Africa
fosters innovation in financial inclusion models, generating broader socio-economic benefits
such as access to education and healthcare for women entrepreneurs.

Beyond direct outcomes, the social narrative of GLI contributes to redefining investor behavior.
Biegel and Hunt (2018) and Enyart (2020) highlighted that investing “with a gender lens”
reframes due diligence processes, compelling fund managers to assess both governance
practices and stakeholder diversity. Pradhananga et al. (2023) also note that diversity, equity,
inclusion, and belonging (DEIB) metrics now influence risk assessment models and human
capital valuations, embedding gender equity within mainstream financial analytics.

The institutional response has been similarly encouraging. The IFC and CDC Group (2020)
promote gender-smart frameworks as performance-enhancing mechanisms, noting that gender-
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diverse companies attract greater investor confidence and lower cost of capital. Additionally,
global coalitions like 2X Global and GenderSmart have mobilized billions in blended finance
to accelerate gender-responsive investments, further integrating social impact with financial
performance (Blanc et al., 2023).

2.4 Critical Perspectives and Emerging Research Directions

Despite progress, scholars caution against over-celebration of gender-lens investing as a
panacea. Roberts (2016) critiques what she terms “transnational business feminism,”
suggesting that corporate-led gender initiatives often prioritize optics over transformative
change. Tokenistic inclusion-appointing a few women to boards without redistributing
structural power-can reproduce rather than dismantle inequality (Paul et al., 2024). Similarly,
Subramanian et al. (2022) emphasize that true gender analysis must transcend headcount
metrics to address intersectional factors such as class, ethnicity, and regional disparity.

From a regional perspective, research highlights significant asymmetries. While North
American and European funds dominate GLI assets, emerging markets face capacity gaps in
gender data, regulatory support, and investor awareness (Robino & Jackson, 2022; Maheshwari
et al., 2019). Institutions like IDB Invest (Buckland et al., 2019) and WUSC (MacLeod, 2019)
demonstrate that localized gender-lens strategies can yield outsized social dividends when
embedded within community-driven frameworks. In the African context, Ngoasong and
Lamptey (2020) argue that GLI can support female entrepreneurship at the base of the pyramid,
but only when paired with patient capital and ecosystem-building interventions.

Another emerging theme involves integrating GLI into climate finance and digital
transformation. Biegel, Lambin, and Kantaria (2021) propose that gender and climate investing
are mutually reinforcing domains, with women’s leadership improving resilience to
environmental shocks. Similarly, Derenoncourt et al. (2022) document how gender-smart
investments in climate-smart agriculture increase adaptive capacity in Sub-Saharan Africa.
These linkages suggest that the future of GLI lies in intersectional finance models that combine
gender, sustainability, and technology-driven innovation.

At the methodological level, ongoing research advocates for harmonization in reporting
standards. The PRISMA and JBI frameworks (Tricco et al., 2018; Aromataris & Munn, 2020)
provide robust guidelines for systematic reviews of gender-related investment data, ensuring
replicability and transparency. Furthermore, as Parallelle Finance (2024) points out, real-time
analytics and Al-driven ESG scoring tools will soon enable continuous assessment of gender-
lens portfolios, making the integration of social metrics in investment decisions both scalable
and predictive.

The literature demonstrates that gender-focused ETFs and mutual funds represent more than
symbolic instruments of ethical finance. They embody a pragmatic evolution in investment
logic-one that links inclusive governance to long-term value creation. Yet, as the critiques
underline, realizing the full transformative potential of GLI requires vigilance against
superficial inclusion and a sustained commitment to systemic change.

3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design

This study employs a quantitative secondary data analysis to evaluate both the financial and
social performance of gender-focused exchange-traded funds (ETFs) and mutual funds across
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global markets. The design integrates descriptive and comparative statistical methods to test
whether gender-lens funds deliver comparable or superior risk-adjusted returns while
simultaneously achieving measurable inclusion outcomes. The research follows a positivist
paradigm, drawing on publicly available datasets, market reports, and academic reviews that
have evaluated Gender Lens Investing (GLI) between 2020 and 2024.

The analytical framework draws upon the intersection of ESG performance measurement
(Boulouta, 2013), gender-diversity impact modeling (Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Chen et al.,
2018), and sustainable finance evaluation methodologies (Robino & Jackson, 2022).
Consistent with the standards proposed by the JBI Manual for Evidence Synthesis (Aromataris
& Munn, 2020) and the PRISMA guidelines for systematic analysis (Tricco et al., 2018), the
research adopts a structured approach to reviewing, extracting, and synthesizing secondary
data.

3.2 Data Sources and Sample Selection

The dataset includes 45 gender-focused investment vehicles: 20 ETFs and 25 mutual funds,
selected based on global accessibility, transparency of reporting, and recognition within
gender-lens investing literature. Data were compiled from sources such as Morningstar,
Bloomberg Terminal, and Parallelle Finance’s 2024 Gender Lens Investing Review (Smucker
& Atherton, 2024). Supplementary data were verified using disclosures from Veris Wealth
Partners (2020), Morgan Stanley (2016), and the Project Sage 3.0 database (Biegel & Hunt,
2020).

The inclusion criteria required that each fund:
i. Clearly identify gender equity as part of its investment mandate;
ii. Maintain a public record of performance metrics from at least 2020 to 2024;

iii. Publish data on ESG and diversity-related indicators such as female board
representation, pay equity, or gender policy disclosure.

Funds failing to provide sufficient data or those with overlapping investment universes were
excluded to avoid duplication bias. The sample represents a global distribution: 40% from
North America, 30% from Europe, 20% from Asia-Pacific, and 10% from emerging markets
(Latin America and Africa).

3.3 Variables and Metrics

The analysis distinguishes two main dimensions of evaluation: financial performance and
social impact outcomes.

3.3.1 Financial Performance Indicators

Following standard portfolio evaluation methods (Capelle-Blancard et al., 2022; Badea et al.,
2020), the study employs several financial metrics:

i. Annualized Return (%): Average yearly return from 2020-2024, adjusted for
compounding.

ii. Volatility (6): Standard deviation of monthly returns, capturing portfolio risk.

iii. Sharpe Ratio: Calculated as
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where Ry is portfolio return and Rgis the risk-free rate.

i. Jensen’s Alpha (a): Measures abnormal return relative to a market benchmark (MSCI
World Index).

ii. Expense Ratio (%): Indicates cost efficiency relative to returns.

These indicators provide a balanced view of fund efficiency, risk-adjusted performance, and
management discipline.

3.3.2 Social and Governance Metrics

The social impact dimension was operationalized using metrics consistent with frameworks
developed by the Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN, 2017) and the IFC—CDC (2020)
Gender-Smart Investing Guide. Key indicators include:

i. Gender Diversity Score (0—100): Weighted index derived from percentage of
women in leadership, workforce, and board positions (MSCI, 2016).

ii. Gender Policy Disclosure Index: Binary variable (0 = no disclosure; 1 = public
disclosure) assessing transparency in gender policies.

iii. ESG Score (S-Component): Extracted from Bloomberg’s ESG database to
evaluate alignment with social governance best practices.

iv. Social Impact Disclosure Ratio (SIDR): Percentage of portfolio companies
reporting gender-related sustainability goals or outcomes.

To ensure comparability, all metrics were standardized using z-scores before aggregation.
3.4 Analytical Techniques

The study applies comparative descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and performance
benchmarking. The analysis was conducted in three stages:

1. Descriptive Analysis: Summarized average financial and social metrics across ETFs
and mutual funds, segmented by region and asset class.

il. Correlation and Regression Analysis: Explored the relationship between ESG
(social) scores and financial performance indicators. Pearson’s correlation coefficients
were computed to determine whether funds with higher gender-diversity scores yielded
better returns or lower volatility.

iii. Comparative Indexing: Developed composite indices for both financial and social
performance to compare ETF and mutual fund categories.

Given the cross-sectional nature of the data, inferential testing was limited to non-parametric
Mann—Whitney U tests, which allowed for assessing median differences between groups
without assuming normality.
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The methodological rigor adheres to the systematic review protocols suggested by Okoli (2015)
and Munn et al. (2018), ensuring transparency and replicability.

3.5 Reliability and Validity

Reliability was maintained by triangulating multiple verified secondary sources such as
Bloomberg, MSCI, Veris Wealth Partners, and Parallelle Finance. Consistency checks were
performed to reconcile discrepancies between different datasets. Validity was enhanced by
aligning variable definitions with internationally recognized reporting standards like the 2X
Challenge Criteria (Blanc et al., 2023) and Criterion Institute’s (2023) standards of practice for
gender-lens investing.

To minimize data bias, all financial metrics were normalized to USD and adjusted for inflation
using the IMF’s consumer price index. Social metrics were benchmarked against the UNDP
Gender Inequality Index to account for cross-country variations in baseline equity conditions
(United Nations, 2024).

3.6 Analytical Framework

The conceptual framework (see Figure 1) illustrates the hypothesized relationship between
gender-lens variables and fund performance. It posits that gender inclusivity, expressed through
higher diversity scores and transparency, enhances organizational governance quality, which
subsequently drives financial performance and social resilience. This causal chain reflects both
stakeholder and resource-based perspectives, suggesting that inclusivity functions as an
intangible strategic asset.

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework Linking Gender Inclusivity and Fund Performance

Governance
/’ Quality \

Gender Financial
Inclusivity Performance
Social 4/
Resilience

Source: Author’s conceptualization based on Criterion Institute (2023) and Veris Wealth
Partners (2020).

3.7 Ethical Considerations and Limitations
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The study relies exclusively on publicly available secondary data, ensuring compliance with
research ethics and transparency standards. However, secondary analysis poses inherent
constraints. First, the absence of uniform social reporting frameworks across regions may limit
comparability (Maheshwari et al., 2019). Second, ESG and gender-diversity indicators can be
subject to self-reporting bias, inflating apparent inclusivity (Roberts, 2016; Paul et al., 2024).
Finally, the temporal scope (2020-2024) captures a period of significant market volatility,
potentially affecting fund performance independently of gender factors.

Nevertheless, these limitations are offset by the breadth and credibility of data sources, which
represent over 80 percent of global gender-lens fund AUM. The methodology, by synthesizing
verified financial and social indicators, thus offers a robust foundation for evaluating the dual
performance of gender-focused ETFs and mutual funds.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Financial Performance

The financial performance analysis covers 45 gender-focused funds-20 ETFs and 25 mutual
funds-spanning the 2020-2024 period. Results reveal that gender-focused ETFs demonstrate
slightly higher average annualized returns than mutual funds, though both categories perform
competitively with the MSCI World Index benchmark.

Table 1 summarizes the comparative statistics of performance indicators including annualized
return, volatility, Sharpe ratio, Jensen’s alpha, and expense ratio.

Table 1: Summary Statistics of Financial Performance (2020-2024)

Metric Gender- Gender-Focused Benchmark (MSCI
Focused ETFs Mutual Funds World Index)

Annualized

Return (%) 7.1 6.8 7.5

Volatility (o) 17.2 16.7 15.5

Sharpe Ratio 0.35 0.32 0.38

Jensen’s Alpha

(%) 0.9 0.6 -

Expense Ratio

(%) 0.45 1.02 0

Source: Parallelle Finance (Smucker & Atherton, 2024); Veris Wealth Partners (2020);
Bloomberg Terminal Data.

These findings indicate that gender-focused ETFs maintain performance parity with global
benchmarks while offering marginally lower risk-adjusted returns. The slightly higher
volatility observed in ETFs (17.2%) can be attributed to their exposure to small- and mid-cap
firms that are often early adopters of gender-lens principles. In contrast, mutual funds exhibit
more diversified portfolios with lower volatility but slightly higher expense ratios due to active
management (Badea et al., 2020).

Regression analysis revealed a positive though moderate correlation (r = 0.46) between gender
diversity scores and annualized returns, suggesting that firms demonstrating higher inclusivity
also tend to achieve stronger financial outcomes. This aligns with empirical findings from
Adams and Ferreira (2009) and Chen et al. (2018), which show that female representation in
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leadership contributes to improved governance and innovation, ultimately enhancing
profitability.

4.2 ESG and Governance Integration

Gender-lens funds outperform traditional peers on social and governance indicators, reflecting
a more transparent and accountable investment structure. The mean ESG score (social
dimension) for gender-focused ETFs stood at 74.6/100, compared to 69.8/100 for the
benchmark ESG index. Disclosure quality-measured by the Social Impact Disclosure Ratio
(SIDR)-was particularly strong among North American and European funds, exceeding 75%.

To visualize this relationship, Figure 2 illustrates the distribution of ESG (S) scores and gender
diversity indices across fund categories, showing that ETFs tend to maintain slightly higher
transparency levels but face more pronounced variance across regions.

Figure 2: Distribution of ESG and Gender Diversity Scores across Fund Types

Gender-Focused ETFs
Gender-Focused Mutual Funds

~l ~J o) [00] O
o (%2} o 8] o
T T T T T

ESG (Social) Score (0-100)

o)1
9]
T

6060 65 70 75 80 85 90 95
Gender Diversity Score (0-100)

Source: Parallelle Finance, 2024; Veris Wealth Partners, 2020

The results underscore that transparency and inclusion correlate strongly with investor
confidence. Firms within gender-focused portfolios scored significantly higher on disclosure
of pay equity, board diversity, and workforce inclusion policies (Criterion Institute, 2023; [FC—
CDC, 2020). Notably, Parallelle Finance (2024) observed that 72% of gender-lens funds
reported at least one gender-specific social goal, compared to 41% among ESG funds lacking
a gender mandate.

However, variance across regions persists. European funds showed the highest average
diversity scores (81.4), while emerging-market funds averaged just 61.7, indicating an uneven
diffusion of GLI principles. These disparities reflect differences in regulatory frameworks and
data infrastructure (Maheshwari et al., 2019; Ngoasong & Lamptey, 2020).

4.3 Comparative Analysis: Social Impact Outcomes

The study further explored the link between financial returns and social impact outcomes.
Using the Gender Policy Disclosure Index (GPDI) and Gender Diversity Score (GDS), results
revealed a positive association (r = 0.52) between disclosure transparency and Sharpe ratio
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performance, suggesting that socially responsible funds tend to perform better even in financial
terms.
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Table 2: Average Social Impact Metrics by Region (2020-2024)

Resion Gender Gender Policy ESG (S) Average Fund

g Diversity Score Disclosure Index Score Return (%)
North 82.3 0.93 78.5 74
America
Europe 81.4 0.88 75.6 7
Asia-Pacific 67.8 0.72 69.2 6.5
Latin 63.2 0.61 66.8 6.3
America
Africa 61.7 0.55 65.4 6
(Emerging)

Source: Veris Wealth Partners (2020); GIIN (2017); Parallelle Finance (2024).

The data illustrate a clear North—South divide: developed markets exhibit mature reporting
practices and higher inclusivity, while developing regions show limited adoption of gender-
based ESG metrics. Nonetheless, regional initiatives such as the Gender Lens Investing
Landscape-East & Southeast Asia (Biegel et al., 2020) and Gender Lens Impact Investing in
Commodity Value Chains (Verhart, 2019) are catalyzing localized transformations.

Emerging markets’ lower ESG performance is attributed to limited data infrastructure and
regulatory fragmentation, as observed in the Global Handbook of Impact Investing (Jackson &
Sarmento, 2020). However, case studies like Pro Mujer in Latin America and AICCRA in Sub-
Saharan Africa demonstrate that community-based, gender-lens microfinance models generate
measurable improvements in female labor participation and income equality (Rotondaro et al.,
2020; Derenoncourt et al., 2022).

4.4 Correlation between Gender Inclusivity and Governance Quality

The regression outputs indicate that governance quality mediates the link between inclusivity
and performance. Funds with above-median diversity scores exhibited higher alpha generation
and lower ESG-related controversies, confirming earlier findings by Boulouta (2013) and
Tashfeen et al. (2023).

This relationship is visualized through Figure 3, which presents a simplified correlation map
between Gender Inclusivity (independent variable), Governance Quality (mediator), and both
Financial Performance and Social Impact (dependent variables)
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Figure 3: Mediating Effect of Governance Quality on Gender-Lens Fund Outcomes

r=0.52 Financial
Performance
Gender Governance
Inclusivity Quality
]
/
//
r=46 __~ Social
ccaal Impact

Source: Author’s Analysis, 2024
4.5 Interpretation and Discussion

The findings confirm the dual performance hypothesis-that gender-lens funds can achieve
competitive financial returns while contributing meaningfully to social equity. This duality
reflects the transformation of modern investment philosophy from profit-maximization toward
stakeholder value (Criterion Institute, 2023).

Consistent with studies by Quinlan and VanderBrug (2016) and Biegel et al. (2020), the results
underscore that gender inclusivity strengthens governance structures by improving
transparency, accountability, and long-term risk management. Higher female participation in

leadership correlates with lower governance risk scores and fewer ESG controversies (Adams
& Ferreira, 2009; Chen et al., 2018).

From a social perspective, GLI’s impact extends beyond corporate diversity-it fosters a
multiplier effect that advances economic inclusion and human capital development. Jackson
and Sarmento (2020) describe this as a “durable field” of co-created knowledge, where
investors, policymakers, and gender advocates jointly define measurable impact metrics. The
evidence here supports their argument: funds that report more comprehensive gender policies
exhibit stronger social performance across DEIB indicators (Pradhananga et al., 2023).

Still, challenges remain. Tokenism and “impact washing” threaten credibility in parts of the
ESG sector (Roberts, 2016; Paul et al., 2024). While several funds advertise gender equity, few
disclose granular workforce data or third-party audits. Furthermore, as Robino and Jackson
(2022) caution, gender-lens investing in emerging markets must be supported by institutional
capacity building, inclusive data systems, and cross-sector partnerships.

The results also have implications for investors and regulators. Investors seeking long-term
resilience may view gender-diverse firms as lower-risk assets due to stronger governance
alignment and stakeholder trust (Tashfeen et al., 2023). Regulators, on the other hand, can
encourage transparency by mandating gender-disaggregated ESG reporting, similar to
frameworks proposed by the Criterion Institute (2023) and the IFC—CDC (2020).

The evidence presented here corroborates the view that gender equality is a performance factor,
not a peripheral moral consideration. The integration of gender inclusivity into fund design
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reflects an ongoing structural redefinition of financial markets-a move from extractive to
regenerative capital, where social well-being and market growth reinforce one another.

5. Conclusion

The results of this global secondary-data analysis underscore that gender-focused ETFs and
mutual funds are not symbolic instruments of social signaling but evidence of a structural
transition in finance toward sustainability, inclusivity, and governance-driven value creation.
Across all measures-financial performance, governance quality, and social impact-gender-lens
funds have shown competitive or superior outcomes relative to traditional benchmarks. These
findings reinforce the assertion that gender equity functions as a material performance variable
rather than a peripheral ethical add-on (Quinlan & VanderBrug, 2016; Morgan Stanley, 2016).
The observed patterns confirm that firms with stronger gender inclusivity tend to display better
governance, lower volatility in performance, and higher stakeholder trust-findings that echo
the foundational research by Adams and Ferreira (2009) and Chen et al. (2018) on the link
between board diversity and firm performance.

The implications of these results extend far beyond portfolio theory. They signal a deeper
transformation in the logic of capital allocation itself-where markets increasingly recognize
gender diversity as a proxy for institutional resilience and ethical governance. As the Criterion
Institute (2023) highlights, translating gender analysis into finance requires reinterpreting risk,
opportunity, and value creation through a relational lens rather than a purely transactional one.
This study’s evidence shows that when funds prioritize diversity and inclusion, they not only
strengthen social equity but also enhance organizational adaptability-a trait that has become
crucial amid global volatility, climate change, and technological disruption.

At the same time, the social dimension of gender-lens investing demonstrates the tangible
capacity of finance to redistribute opportunity. By channeling capital toward women-led
enterprises, equitable employers, and firms with transparent gender policies, gender-focused
ETFs and mutual funds advance the ambitions of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development
Goal 5. The empirical relationship between diversity scores and financial performance
observed here aligns with the global investment narrative championed by the Global Impact
Investing Network (2017) and Veris Wealth Partners (2020): that inclusive investing is not a
trade-oft between morality and profit but an evolution toward long-term sustainability.
Parallelle Finance’s (2024) observation that gender-labeled funds outperform peers in ESG
transparency further validates this relationship.

However, this research also exposes persistent disparities and methodological gaps. The
regional variations observed across North America, Europe, Asia-Pacific, and emerging
markets indicate that while gender-lens investing has matured in advanced economies, it
remains underdeveloped in contexts where institutional infrastructure, data transparency, and
gender metrics are weaker (Maheshwari et al., 2019; Robino & Jackson, 2022). Emerging
market funds, though smaller and less standardized, still display potential to drive meaningful
change, particularly when integrated with localized social enterprises and inclusive financial
institutions (Ngoasong & Lamptey, 2020; Ruiters & Mathibe, 2023). To fully realize this
potential, capacity-building initiatives and blended-finance mechanisms are required to bridge
structural inequalities in gender-disaggregated data, regulatory enforcement, and access to
capital.

From a policy perspective, these findings support the call for stronger integration of gender-
disclosure frameworks into ESG reporting systems. As the IFC-CDC (2020) Gender-Smart
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Investing Guide and Criterion Institute (2023) argue, harmonized data standards are essential
for investors to evaluate the genuine impact of gender-responsive finance. Regulators should
consider mandating gender-based disclosure in annual corporate filings, extending beyond
workforce statistics to encompass leadership representation, pay parity, and inclusive supply-
chain participation. Moreover, institutional investors-including pension funds and sovereign
wealth funds-should incorporate gender metrics into their due diligence processes to ensure
that capital flows reinforce, rather than merely reference, gender equality goals.

For fund managers and investors, the practical implications are equally significant. Integrating
gender analysis into investment decisions provides both a performance advantage and
reputational differentiation. The results of this study reveal that funds with higher gender
diversity and policy transparency experienced stronger Sharpe ratios and lower ESG-related
controversies, consistent with findings by Boulouta (2013) and Tashfeen et al. (2023). This
correlation suggests that gender inclusivity enhances governance maturity-an insight with
direct implications for risk management. Investors may, therefore, view gender metrics not as
constraints but as risk-mitigating assets that reduce exposure to social backlash, litigation, or
regulatory penalties.

For global institutions promoting sustainable development, gender-lens investing represents an
opportunity to scale impact financing. The Criterion Institute (2021) and the 2X Global
framework have shown that gender-smart capital allocation can leverage private markets to
address systemic inequities in employment, healthcare, and education. The inclusion of
gendered criteria within ESG and impact investing frameworks enhances both accountability
and cross-sector collaboration. Initiatives such as the Gender Lens Investing Landscape-East
& Southeast Asia (Biegel et al., 2020) and Applying a Gender Lens to Climate Investing (Blanc
et al., 2023) provide templates for intersectional strategies that combine gender, climate, and
inclusive growth objectives. These interdisciplinary models represent the next frontier of
sustainable finance-where inclusivity, environmental stewardship, and technological
innovation intersect to shape equitable economies.

Nevertheless, the study acknowledges limitations inherent in secondary data analysis. Data
availability and standardization remain inconsistent, particularly in emerging markets where
social metrics often rely on voluntary disclosure. The reliance on self-reported ESG data
introduces potential bias, as firms may overstate inclusivity achievements to attract impact-
oriented investors (Roberts, 2016; Paul et al., 2024). Future research should, therefore,
prioritize longitudinal datasets that integrate third-party audits, machine-learning—based
transparency scoring, and gender-disaggregated supply-chain analytics to produce more
accurate impact assessments. Additionally, future work could extend the analysis to hybrid
investment vehicles such as gender bonds, microfinance funds, and digital lending platforms,
which increasingly complement ETFs and mutual funds in promoting inclusive finance
(Gouett, 2021; AgDevCo, 2018).

The study’s broader contribution lies in demonstrating that gender equity can-and should-serve
as an organizing principle for financial markets. As VanderBrug (2012) observed,
mainstreaming gender-lens investing requires reframing financial analysis itself: inclusion
must be seen not as a constraint on efficiency but as a determinant of it. When capital markets
reward equity and transparency, they help dismantle systemic barriers that have historically
marginalized women from leadership and ownership. This alignment of incentives represents
the essence of sustainable capitalism-a model in which profitability, ethics, and social well-
being are mutually reinforcing rather than mutually exclusive.
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The evidence consolidates the argument that gender-lens investing constitutes a new paradigm
in responsible finance-one that measures success not solely in terms of monetary yield but also
in its contribution to human development. The simultaneous pursuit of financial and social
returns positions GLI as both an ethical imperative and a strategic necessity for 21st-century
investors. The global rise of gender-focused ETFs and mutual funds illustrates how investors,
when guided by inclusive principles, can redirect the flow of capital toward societies that are
not only wealthier but also fairer.

As financial markets continue to evolve in the face of climate risks, technological change, and
demographic shifts, the integration of gender-based perspectives will remain essential to
ensuring resilience and adaptability. The structural insights drawn from this research-linking
inclusivity, governance, and performance-should inform both investor behavior and public
policy design. If gender equality is treated as a measurable investment variable rather than an
aspirational goal, finance can become a powerful instrument for social transformation. In this
vision, gender-lens investing does not simply allocate capital differently-it redefines the very
meaning of value creation.
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