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Abstract: This article aims to perform a critical analysis of wage gaps according to gender from
information provided by sustainability reports that were disseminated by Brazilian companies listed
in the Ibovespa index. To conduct this analysis, bibliographic research was performed, followed by a
deductive content analysis of sustainability reports from Brazilian companies listed in the Ibovespa
index, considering item 405-2 of the Global Reporting Initiative standard. From this analysis, it was
possible to show that only some companies disseminate detailed information related to the gender
wage ratio. Many companies do not present this data or present it superficially. The findings of this
research present important insights that may be used to motivate debates on the topic.

Keywords: social sustainability; gender equality; wage gaps; GRI

1. Introduction

In 2015, the United Nations presented the 2030 Agenda, aiming to lead humanity
to a better future. The agenda is based on the implementation of the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) [1]. These objectives, approved by the United Nations and
Heads of State, present a series of goals and indicators to guide decision making. They
announce the scale and ambition of a new global agenda based on the balance among
economic, social and environmental dimensions [1,2].

SDG adherence is voluntary, and there are no sanctions and direct mechanisms to
guarantee the realization of the SDGs [3]. Despite sharing a global approach, the strategy
for their implementation has a national emphasis; each country can determine its priorities,
financing modes and evaluation mechanisms. For Moreira et al. [4], using this approach,
“Agenda 2030 deals with the risk of SDGs being fulfilled in an unequal manner around the
world.” Regardless of the mentioned characteristic, the SDGs have gained rapid relevance
due to sustainable development urgency and their triple approach to human well-being [5].

Among their various interconnected topics, the SDGs aim to combat hunger, poverty
and climate change and to promote inclusive and equitable education, gender equality, full
employment and decent work, access to water, energy and basic sanitation, sustainable
consumption and the recovery of terrestrial ecosystems, among others [1]. The 17 SDGs aim
to continue commitments that were incorporated in the 8 Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) launched in 2000. According to Guimarães and Ferreira [6], the intergovernmental
actions in favor of human development during the beginning of the 21st century were
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guided by the Millennium Development Goals. The main focus of the MDGs was to
combat extreme poverty and offer basic services (basic sanitation and drinking water, for
example). The eight MDGs, despite not having achieved their fulfilment, contributed to
some resolutions of social problems [5,7,8]. In this sense, companies can be important actors
in the search for these changes. The UN argue that, although the main goal of government
is to ensure basic rights for people and a fairer society, companies can greatly contribute
to these objectives, conducting actions such as creating decent and inclusive jobs, making
social investments, developing sustainable processes and establishing partnerships with
other companies towards sustainability [9].

Focusing on the business environment, the initiatives most focused on by organiza-
tions are related to the environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability, and
companies fail to consider the social dimension of sustainability [10]. In the same line
of reasoning, Boström [11] considers that the “social dimension garners less attention
and is particularly difficult to realize and operationalize.” In addition, there are concerns
about how organizations measure social and environmental dimensions. For Delmas
and Blass [12], while economic aspects are properly managed in companies, social and
environmental analysis do not follow patterns. Specifically regarding production process
sustainability, it is common to prioritize environmental impacts and to not properly address
economic and social impacts [13]. The sustainability reports are important instruments for
companies to publish their sustainability practices to society. Through these reports, society
can critically analyze these actions and demand better performance from companies when
necessary [14].

However, this scenario has changed in recent years due to the full commitment of
some organizations to sustainability. There are efforts to define, study and empirically
investigate the social sustainability dimension regarding projects, practices and initiatives.
Findings show that economic and environmental aspects can be conducted with the social
aspect, such as justice and equality in organizations [10,11,15].

Regarding the guidelines established by the UN and the fact that companies present a
critical role, one of the MDGs (UN 2000–2015) reaffirmed in the 2030 Agenda was ‘Gender
Equality’ (SGD 5) [16], which presents goals associated with gender equality and female
empowerment, essential themes in a more sustainable society [1]. In addition to the human
and social sphere, it is important to note that women’s empowerment also contributes to
productivity and the world economy [16].

Focusing on wage differences in the labor market, it is possible to observe discrep-
ancies among men and women who occupy similar functions in organizations [17]. In
the study of Carter et al. [18], for example, the authors found significant differences in
wages and total remuneration through analyzing a sample of 1500 companies in their study.
This aspect of gender issues is quite sensitive, especially in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic. In addition to these challenges, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has been
disproportionately felt by women [19,20]. Several studies [19,21,22]show the impact of the
pandemic and its relationship to gender inequality: increased unpaid care work, deepening
of stress and mental health problems, increase in gender violence and, finally, the impact
on the employability of women in the labor market. Based on unemployment surveys in
the United States and India, Mckinsey’s study presents the severity of inequality, which
shows that the rates of loss of female jobs due to the COVID-19 pandemic are around 1.8
times higher than the loss of male jobs [21].

Despite the current picture of gender inequality, gender pay gaps have been evident for
a long time, even in developed economies. While a man earns USD 100, a woman earns USD
81.5 in the United States, USD 84 in the United Kingdom and USD 84.7 in Germany [23].
Cavalcanti and Tavares [24] argue that gender discrimination has a substantial effect on a
country’s economic growth. Based on statistical analysis, they concluded that an increase
of 50% in the difference between the wages of men and women results in a 35% reduction
in per capita income.
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Silva and Lucas [25] argue that discussions about gender equality in the job market
need to go beyond academia, and the topic requires an urgent management model re-
structuring. Gonzalez and Zamanian [26] argue that companies should include diversity
management in their management models through the establishment of affirmative policy
actions, commitment to laws and the formalization of human resource practices to reduce
wage differences and others kinds of discrimination. A continuous improvement of these
actions is required, and many benefits may be achieved from the management of diversity
in companies [26].

Unfortunately, gender wage gaps have always occurred in the labor market, in all
kinds of companies and in all hierarchical levels; especially in company top management
levels, women are underrepresented and receive lower wages [27]. Data from the UN [16]
show that despite the evolution in the last decades, the wages paid to women are still 20%
lower than those paid to men; thus, this needs to be combated worldwide.

The gender wage gap is characterized as a complex problem and needs to be better
studied and debated in different spheres [28]. Gender discrimination issues have signif-
icant impacts and affect political and economic issues [29]. Janssen et al. [30], in their
study, showed that gender wage gaps are greater in regions where people are opposed to
equality rights.

Analyzing the academic literature, it is possible to observe studies on gender wage
gaps that focus on different countries’ economies and specific careers. Regarding country
economics, for example, studies by Tandrayen-Ragoobur and Pydayya [31] and Ghare-
hgozli and Atal [32] may be cited. Tandrayen-Ragoobur and Pydayya [31] conducted a
study to measure gender wage gaps in the private and public sectors of Mauritius. They
found differences in both sectors. Gharehgozli and Atal [32] performed a temporal analysis
considering the salaries paid to women and men in the USA. Data varied from 1986 to 2016.
The results showed that the general wage ratio evolved from 53% in 1986 to 67% in 2016,
but gender wage gaps remained high. Many other examples can be found in the literature
focusing on gender wage gaps in different countries.

Regarding specific careers, the studies of Mainardi et al. [33], Wiler et al. [34] and
Xu [35] may be cited. Mainardi et al. [33] mention gender inequality in medical professional
practices in many countries, and carried out a specific analysis considering the Brazilian
context. They noted significant wage gaps between genders. Wiler et al. [34] came to
similar conclusions when analyzing gender wage gaps in four regions of the United States
for doctors who work in the emergency area. Xu [35] also identified a significant gap in
wages paid to men and women in occupations related to science, technology, engineering
and mathematics.

In this context of gender wage gaps, it is important to highlight that there is no prob-
lem related to professional performance; quite the opposite, several studies show that
companies experience better performance when women are in strategic positions. Baker
et al. [36], for example, showed that project-based organizations that have women in man-
agement positions present a better performance. However, the same authors mentioned
data from the Workplace Gender Equality Agency (WGEA, 2015) to point out the low num-
ber of women in presidential and management positions in sectors such as construction
and manufacturing. Conyon and He [37] analyzed the performance of USA companies
and their relationship with gender balance, using data from 2007 to 2014. They found
that the presence of women on the company’s board positively impacted organizational
performance. For Báez et al. [38], the greater participation of women in leadership positions
contributes to new management styles that are essential for competitiveness.

To foster the potential of debates on gender wage gaps, and consequently, to enhance
the debates about social sustainability in the business environment, it is interesting to
analyze data from different companies; in this sense, the information disseminated in sus-
tainability reports can be very useful. Sustainability reports have been characterized as an
important source of information for academic research, especially when they are structured
following the guidelines disseminated by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) [39–42].
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The GRI standard focuses on issues related to ‘Diversity and Equal Opportunities’ in
item 405. According to GRI 405,

“When an organization actively promotes diversity and equality at work, it can generate
significant benefits for both the organization and workers. For example, the organization
can gain access to a larger and more diverse set of potential workers. These benefits
also flow through to society in general, as greater equality promotes social stability and
supports further economic development” [43].

One of the first important points to be highlighted in item 405 refers to the recom-
mendation for companies to disclose their “management approach” [43]. It is worth
remembering that in this item, the recommendation is specifically for the theme “Diversity
and Equal Opportunities.” General recommendations for the management approach are
presented in item 103. For item 405, the management approach can be understood as the
report of legal and socioeconomic actions developed by the company in favor of gender
equality; in this sense, the stakeholder’s expectations need to be considered [43].

Analyzing item 405′s subdivisions, it is possible to observe sub-items 405-1 and 405-2.
Sub-item 405-1 deals with gender diversity in the company’s positions. It is expected
that the organization presents the percentages of employees allocated in different types
of positions, including those of governance and non-governance, considering gender, age
and the participation of vulnerable groups, among other pertinent indicators. Sub-item
405-2, in turn, recommends that companies provide information about the ratio of base
wages and other remuneration paid to women and men for each position in significant
operating locations (significant operating locations must be defined by the company in the
sustainability report) [43].

Regarding the Brazilian context, the gender wage gap is still a problem, and the theme
has been previously studied and debated by researchers [29]. Some studies, aligned with
the statement above, may be cited: Lazzaretti et al. [44] analyzed the gender composition in
director positions of companies listed on Ibovespa. They found that women occupied only
5.4% of the mentioned positions. Additionally, regarding women’s participation in director
positions, Carter et al. [18] showed that the lack of gender balance in the cited positions
affects the wage disparity on all levels.

To evidence the gender wage gaps in the Brazilian labor market, other studies may
be highlighted. França et al. [45] evaluated wage gaps between genders that were seeking
self-employment in Brazil. Self-employment is an alternative option for women to have
a job. The results showed that men’s wages are higher than women’s not only in the
average salary, but also in the entire salary distribution. The average salary difference
is 27.79%, ranging from 19.24% to 48.26% in the entire salary distribution. This research
included occupational variables, which showed that in self-employment women also have
occupations with lower wages.

Schwaab et al. [29] analyzed the gender wage gaps in the agricultural labor market in
Brazil, also showing a large discrepancy. The findings evidenced that the wage per hour of
men is 157.62% higher than women’s wages, and this wage gap can be mainly explained
by discrimination between genders. This study also evidenced that both work formality
and the higher number of worked hours reduce the wage gaps between genders.

Guimaraes and Silva [46] analyzed the wage differences in the Brazilian tourism sector
to verify the critical factors that define the wages in the sector. Based on data available at the
National Household Sample Survey (PNAD) and the Brazilian Institute of Geography and
Statistics (IBGE), this research noted gender wage discrimination in the Brazilian tourism
sector, since women receive lower wages than men even when performing similar jobs.
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Cruz and Pero [47] found that wage differences between genders are higher in poorer
families, and although women have a higher schooling degree, they earn less when com-
pared to men in Brazil. It is possible to affirm that women face social barriers to receiving
the same wages as men for similar qualification levels. In this sense, gender equality is still
an important issue to address. Among the actions to be taken to reduce wage gaps, policies
can be highlighted. In addition, poorer women need to receive special attention, since they
are the most affected by these gaps.

Having considered the presented context, it is possible to note that the gender wage
gap is a worldwide problem, including in the Brazilian labor market. Brazilian society
needs to call for actions and political guidelines and fight for equality. For this, it is
necessary to answer the following question: How do companies in Brazil report and deal
with gender wage gaps? Considering this context, the main objective of this paper is to
critically analyze how companies listed in the Ibovespa index are reporting gender wage
gaps on their sustainability reports, considering the guidelines provided by the GRI 405-2
item, as well as to establish reflections to enhance the debates.

In addition to this first section, which includes a theoretical basis regarding social
sustainability and wage differences in Brazil, this paper is organized as follows: Section 2
comprises the methodological procedures, enabling study replicability; Section 3 presents
the results and associated debates; and Section 4 presents the main conclusions and final
considerations that may enhance debates regarding gender wage gaps in Brazil.

2. Materials and Methods

To conduct this research, the steps presented in Figure 1 were conducted. These steps
are explained in the sequence.
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Figure 1. Steps performed in this research.

In Step 1, the bibliographic research was performed. The focus of this research was
social sustainability, gender equality in companies and wage differences between women
and men. This step was important to establish a background of previous literature about
the subject.

In the second step, sustainability reports were mapped to analyze how companies in
Brazil are addressing and presenting information regarding wage differences. This analysis
was made of the Ibovespa index in the last quarterly report of 2020. The mentioned index
was composed of 77 shares from 73 companies of several sectors, including oil and gas,
banking, energy, cosmetics, steel, consumer and retail, among others. This is the main
index in the Brazilian stock market for measuring company share performance (B3, 2020);
we understand that companies listed in the Ibovespa index are to adopt sustainability prac-
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tices in social, economic and environmental dimensions, as well as corporate governance.
Furthermore, these companies serve as benchmarks for other Brazilian companies.

In Step 3, content analysis was conducted according to the guidelines presented by Elo
and Kyngäs [48]. These authors indicate that content analysis can be performed through
inductive or deductive analysis. The definition of deductive or inductive approaches is
done in the preparation phase. Since the current study was performed according to the
deductive approach, this approach is detailed. After defining the deductive approach, the
unit of analysis should be selected. In the organizing phase for the deductive approach,
an analysis matrix should be developed. The categories proposed are used to codify the
data collected and verify if the hypothesis is confirmed or to compare the findings with
previous literature. In the reporting phase, results are presented through a model, a map, a
system or categories [48].

In this study, as previously mentioned, deductive analysis was used, since a pre-
defined structure was used. The units of analysis were the sustainability reports of com-
panies in the Ibovespa index. As mentioned by Borges [14], sustainability reports present
useful information that can greatly contribute to academic research. In the structure used
to make the analysis, 5 topics were considered as follows: (1) to analyze if the companies
use GRI guidelines to publish their sustainability reports; (2) to verify the publication year
of the reports collected; (3) to check how the information regarding the “Ratio of the basic
salary and remuneration of women to men for each employee category, by significant
locations of operation” [43] are presented in the reports (not presented; presented superfi-
cially; or presented fully); (4) when the information of item 3 is presented, to verify if it is
presented for different levels of a job; and (5) to identify if there are other comments to be
specified. The reading of sustainability reports of the companies was carefully conducted,
and the information, when identified in the text, was allocated in the categories mentioned.
After reading all the sustainability reports, the authors of this article analyzed each topic.
Thus, for example, for topic 1, companies were classified regarding the GRI guidelines
adoption, and with this information, the authors could establish a conclusion about the
topic. The same was done for the other topics. It is important to highlight that topics 3
and 4 addressed the core of the research. In Step 4, the results were analyzed. To enrich
the debates, the literature was analyzed again, this time considering the findings obtained.
Conclusions and final considerations were developed based on the bibliographic research
and the conducted content analysis.

3. Results

Of the 73 companies analyzed, 75.34% of them presented the sustainability report
clearly according to the GRI guidelines, indicating the items of the GRI that are addressed
in each part of the report. One company (1.37%) mentioned the GRI in the report but did
not indicate the items addressed or use the nomenclature from GRI. Additionally, 23.29%
of the organizations did not present their reports according to GRI guidelines. It is worth
remembering that the GRI standard is characterized by a globally accepted guideline for
the preparation of sustainability reports. Figure 2 illustrates these findings.

Considering the companies that publish reports, most of them (84.85%) published
a report in 2019 and 9.09% published the last report in 2018. However, one organization
published its last report in 2014, and three published their last report in 2017.
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Figure 2. Percentage of companies using GRI guidelines.

Specifically regarding item 405-2, “Ratio of the basic salary and remuneration of
women to men for each employee category, by significant locations of operation” [43], it
was possible to observe that of the 66 companies that presented the report, 68.18% did
not mention this item or mentioned the item very superficially (within this percentage,
all the reports that did not mention GRI guidelines were included), 16.67% adequately
presented the ratios for various job positions, 3.03% adequately presented the ratios only
for executive positions (such as directory board) and 12.12% presented the item, but a
margin was clearly observed (e.g., only ratios for base salary were presented). In addition,
it is worth mentioning that even when considering only the base salary, several companies
presented inequalities between genders. Figure 3 presents these findings.
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Figure 3. Percentage of reports addressing item 405-2.

Considering this scenario, the first issue to be highlighted is how companies use
the base salary to cover item 405-2 in their reports. As highlighted by Hofmann (2016)
and mentioned in some of the reports, the base salary does not include benefits, bonus
or other compensations that can be paid to employees. In this sense, even if the reports
show ratios for base salaries (that are requested in 405-2), this information is not enough to
evaluate gender salary gaps within the companies, since the total remuneration of company
employees can be distorted.

In addition to the analyses related directly to item 405-2, there are specific comple-
mentary items to be mentioned. One company—that does not cite item 405-2—mentions
that they aim to increase the number of women in leadership positions; however, only
0,03% of its female employees are directors, while 0.26% of its male employees are in this
position. Considering employees in any job positions, almost 60% are women. Despite
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the great gap between genders, the target to increase the number of women in leadership
positions is mentioned without deadlines or specific percentages to be reached. In another
company’s report that also does not mention item 405-2, it is just cited that women’s
professional development is sought as well as the increase of women in job positions. Thus,
it is possible to verify that some companies that do not cite item 405-2 clearly know the
relevance of gender inequalities, but they choose to not show the ratio of the basic salary
and remuneration to gender.

4. Discussion

The results presented demonstrate that the theme of gender equality must urgently
be incorporated and discussed in the Brazilian corporate context. In addition to aligning
with the good practices of various institutions, with the guidelines of the International
Labor Organization (ILO) conventions, and with the 2030 Agenda of the United Nations,
companies would demonstrate their contemporaneity with the current transformations
that the world of work has undergone. It is already recognized that the diversity of their
workforce leads to a competitive advantage. since organizations need to deal with the
challenge of cultural hybridism that characterizes multicultural organizations to survive in
an increasingly competitive world [49]. However, the presence of a diversity of profiles
within companies is not an end in itself; it is necessary to achieve a reduction in inequalities
so that the social dimension of sustainability is present.

One of the pillars of the social dimension of sustainability is the management of people
who are part of organizations, whether they are direct or outsourced employees (internal
approach), or people who are partners in the business (external approach). Specifically
regarding the internal approach to people management, Souza [50] points out that, in
addition to the administration of labor relations, professional training, remuneration and
benefits, etc., there is respect for diversity and gender equality.

Many countries have been promoting measures and actions to combat discrimination
and reduce inequalities through national legislation. One of the first measures taken by
the Joe Biden government in the USA was to issue an executive order on “Preventing and
Combating Discrimination on the Basis of Gender Identity or Sexual Orientation”. More
than a symbolic order, the order—based on the Civil Rights Act of 1964—clearly expresses
the responsibility of the agencies and bodies in proposing measures, reviewing their legal
systems, guidelines, policies or other actions. This executive order reaffirms yet another
moving step towards guaranteeing the Equal Pay Act of 1963, reinforcing mechanisms to
guarantee the reduction of the gender pay gap, combined with measures of gender equality
in managerial positions. The regulation, monitoring and enforcement of measures by the
private sector are the responsibility of the U.S. Department of Labor and the U.S. Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission.

In Brazil, measures that promote gender equality in terms of employment and wages
are still quite incipient. Even though Brazil is part of international treaties, signing the let-
ters and declarations of the United Nations and all ILO conventions, there are few measures
and policies that induce significant changes in the labor market. Various international gen-
der equality rankings reveal the situation of extreme inequality in which Brazilian women
live. The very low participation of women in politics, combined with one of the highest
rates of femicide in the world, reveals the challenge that the Brazilian State needs to face.
The World Economic Forum, in its report on gender equality in the world in 2018, ranked
Brazil in position 95 on equality at work, behind countries with less-developed economies
such as Senegal and Cambodia [51]. As noted, Brazil will take about 200 years to eliminate
gender differences in the workplace, such as wages and the representation of women in
parliament. Speeding up this process is extremely important. Governments—federal, state
and municipal—together with the private sector must develop robust public policies with
a gender perspective to standardize the various sectors of society. To assist this process, it is
necessary that we have good instruments for measuring socioracial and gender profiles, so
that policies to combat discrimination and reduce inequalities are more assertive. Studies
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like this are relevant to situating the stakeholders directly or indirectly involved with the
theme of gender equality and to inserting the theme in the decision-making agenda of
governments and private companies.

5. Conclusions

The content analysis performed showed that gender inequality is still an important
issue in companies in Brazil. Considering the analysis performed, the following consid-
erations can be established: (1) gender equality in the Brazilian labor market needs to be
better debated in all spheres (economic, political, academic, etc.); (2) all companies listed
in the Ibovespa index, due to their visibility and capacity to influence other companies,
should cooperate towards gender equality progress; (3) all companies listed in the Ibovespa
index should disseminate in their sustainability reports all information recommended by
the GRI, and specifically regarding item 405-2, all companies should present complete
information about the wage ratio by gender and the initiatives they have been perform-
ing; (4) if companies must provide this information, society will have more arguments
to request changes from companies (this can be considered a final goal of GRI when it
recommends the reporting of this information). In addition, this process would create
a clear overview for companies on gender wage inequalities, making them reconsider
management decisions.

The main issue to be highlighted is that the companies listed in the Ibovespa index
can be understood as companies with mature management systems and well-structured
organization. In addition, these companies are also considered as benchmarks by other
companies in Brazil. If a critical situation regarding gender wage gaps is observed in these
companies, it is expected, hypothetically, that there is a similar or even worse situation
in the other companies in Brazil. This evidence can be strongly used by policymakers to
make Brazilian legislation stricter to ensure that companies provide equal wages between
genders and properly report the ratio. This information is extremely important for society
to be fairer regarding gender inequalities in market labor.

Despite the contributions provided to the literature by this research, it also presents
some limitations. In this sense, the focus on the Brazilian scenario and the document analy-
sis should be mentioned. Regarding the geographical limitation, studies focusing on other
countries can contribute to the debates presented here and can use our findings to analyze
similarities and differences between the studies. Concerning the use of document analysis,
the sustainability reports used are public information reports presented by companies to
show their advancements to stakeholders; in this sense, it is expected that they are as robust
and complete as possible.

For future research, we suggest a study composed of interviews with company man-
agers and researchers in the field to identify possible reasons that persist for wage gaps
between genders and to establish possible paths to be followed by companies and govern-
ment to eliminate wage gaps, according to experts’ perspectives.
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