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In 2021, boards of companies in the 
Fortune 500 continued a trend that 
began in the second half of 2020: 
bringing in an infusion of fresh thinking 
by reaching out to groups of people 
from increasingly diverse backgrounds. 
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Nice-to-haves are becoming mission critical for corporate governance and leadership  

As society’s expectations for companies 
to act in socially responsible ways 
continue to rise, a new conception of 
the corporation and what it must do 
to operate in society is developing. 
Sustainability, DE&I, organizational 
purpose—such considerations used 
to be peripheral and in time became 
nice-to-haves for companies to 
create a competitive advantage. 
Today, they are table stakes. 

Take, for instance, sustainability, which 
is becoming a core business pillar and 
increasingly instrumental in corporate 
access to capital. Sustainability, and 
organizations’ response to climate 
change in particular, is becoming 
increasingly regulated around the 
globe. In the United States, the 
Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC) is set to release a new set of 

regulatory requirements this year to 
provide a standardized framework for 
reporting and supporting sustainable 
investment. It is expected to cover 
climate risks and opportunity, 
human capital management, and 
boardroom diversity.1 That is a clear 
signal that sustainability must move 
up on the corporate agenda. 

Meanwhile, the quest for social and 
racial equity and equality is putting 
pressure on hiring, career development, 
executive compensation, employee 
rights, and community relations. 
Inclusion, employee wellness, 
and mental health are becoming 
important considerations for how 
companies act and fundamental 
to their ability to retain their 
employees and attract new talent. 

There are broader expectations too: 
companies are expected to step 
up when there is a gap in political 
leadership. The most recent Edelman 
Trust Barometer, for example, puts 
business as the most trusted institution 
around the world, at 61%—ahead 
of non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), at 59%; government, at 52%; 
and media, at only 50%. Respondents 
had a clear expectation that businesses 
will step up their efforts on issues 
such as climate change, economic 
inequality, workforce reskilling, 
access to healthcare, trustworthy 
information, and systemic injustices.2 

The terms of 
engagement 
between companies 
and the community 
have changed  
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1	 Thomas Singer, Sustainability Disclosure Practices 2022 Edition: 
Getting Off the Sidelines, The Conference Board, January 20, 
2022, conference-board.org.

2	 Edelman Trust Barometer 2022, Edelman, January 2022, 
edelman.com.





They are infusing new perspectives  

After a dip in the number of new 
board appointments in Fortune 500 
companies in 2020, we saw a change 
of direction in 2021: with 449 new 
appointments, companies seem 
to be regaining their appetite to 
refresh their boards, though it is not 
yet back to pre-pandemic levels. 

Number of board seats filled, 2015–2021

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

43
425

449

467
462

358

421

399

How are boards 
stepping up to 
meet the moment 
and prepare for an 
uncertain, and more 
demanding, future? 
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Number of diverse appointments, by month, 2021

Asian or Asian AmericanBlack or African American

Total number of diverse appointments

% of total appointments

Hispanic or Latinx
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Ethnic diversity across sectors, 2021 (%)
Asian or Asian AmericanBlack or African American Hispanic or Latinx

Diverse 
directors 
overall

Overall

Business services

Consumer

Financial services

Healthcare & life sciences

Industrial

Technology & telecoms

41%

55%

36%

49%

58%

36%

44%

6926

945

8524

61231

61833

6723

71126

By sector, healthcare and life sciences 
companies saw the largest share of 
seats going to people of color, at 
58%, while industrial and consumer 
tied for the lowest, at 36%.

It is also important to note that the 
appointment of directors who are people 
of color slowed down in the second 
half of 2021—the opposite of the sharp 
rise in seats going to Black directors, in 
particular, in the second half of 2020.
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Note: Numbers may not sum to percentage of diverse directors overall, because of rounding.










