Good morning, Chairman Hoffman and Members of the Senate Finance Subcommittee;

Thank you for hearing SB53 in Finance Committee this morning. I was on the line to testify on behalf of the 7,500 girls and adult volunteers of Girl Scouts of Alaska this morning, but my line was not unmuted so I’m sending written testimony instead. 

The reestablishment of the Alaska Commission on the Status of Women is of great interest and benefit to the next generation of women, Alaska’s girls. Perhaps it should even be Alaska Commission on the Status of Women and Girls.

As you heard, the wage gap between men and women in Alaska is of grave concern. I’d like to offer some other vital issues this Commission could make a difference for.

Leadership. Women are 50% of the population and more than 50% of college graduates, yet women in decision making leadership positions do not reflect those numbers. In fact, nationally, women represent only 17% of elected leadership positions, and even less corporate board seats or CEO offices. The courageous women we have in leadership positions here in Alaska are valuable, but they are not enough. This country, this state deserves more leadership, we deserve gender balanced leadership.

Girl Scouts own research reflects that girls and boys think of leadership differently, and real life experiences show that when leadership is gender balanced, we all do better. A recent study of the Fortune 500 shows that American corporations whose boards are at least one-quarter women outperform other companies by 53% on return on equity, 42% on return on sales, and 66% on return on invested capital (Catalyst/Chubb Corporation 2007). And in fact the country of Norway in 2003 enacted legislation requiring that women hold at least 40% of board seats in publicly traded Norwegian companies.  In 2010, Newsweek named Norway as “the only Western industrialized state to escape the global economic meltdown relatively unscathed. It bears a healthy banking sector, record-low unemployment, and one of the hottest sovereign wealth funds around.” All this to say that things work best when we engage all of our potential instead of only half of it for leadership, when we have gender balanced leadership.

And yet, 61% of girls are either deeply ambivalent about leadership or say that it’s not important to them. Negative influences abound, including peer pressure to not stand out, unhealthy images in the media about beauty, a lack of mentors, little support for girls with an interest in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM), and bullying. This cycle of discouragement that begins in grade school goes on to have far-reaching impact on our society. 

We can do better for our girls. Alaska Commission on the Status of Women could assist in balancing leadership in our state, and thus improving our economy and state overall for the next generation.

A similar story exists in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) careers regarding women’s representation. A new study by Girl Scouts Research Institute tells us that 73% of teen girls ARE interested in STEM subjects, but do not take the final step of making STEM career choices. This is especially concerning because STEM jobs have a higher pay scale than many others, and women are not benefitting from that. Engineering, for example, a critical field of study and career choice for a state as rich in natural resources as ours is, and yet only 3% of all girls are currently interested in being engineers, and only 32% of girls who identify themselves as interested in STEM. Here in Alaska you can get a degree in any kind of engineering there is, and yet our companies often have to look Outside for engineering candidates. We are not tapping 50% of our potential resources to meet that need, our girls. Alaska has a chapter of Society of Women Engineers, but that is not enough. Their members, women engineers, are hard at work being successful in their fields, and cannot bear the burden of closing this gap alone. Neither can Girl Scouts.

For all these reasons, Girl Scouts, as we celebrate 100 years, have designated 2012 as the Year of the Girl to call attention to these issues and change the paradigm for the next generation. Girl Scouts of Alaska enthusiastically supports SB53 to restore the Alaska Commission on the Status of Women, an appropriate and effective move to improve our state during the Year of the Girl.
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