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Gender and minority diversity in the composition of corporate boards of 

directors have varying degrees of impact on leadership outcomes, financial 

performance, social performance, sustainability/environmentalism, and 

innovation. The first part of this report summarizes the robust literature 

studying the drivers and implications of board diversity in firms. Following 

that is a case study featuring interviews with 11 Indigenous people who 

have served as board directors. While existing research does not examine 

the effect of Indigenous representation on boards – likely due to the small 

number of Indigenous directors – this work indicates that the demographics 

and diversity of board members have a significant effect on firm outcomes 

and social externalities through firms’ prioritization of social and 

environmental goals. For instance, Indigenous directors help refine 

governance structures and build environmental credibility with disclosures of 

environmental performance information. On their part, shareholders appear 

to be responsive to board diversity in their overall evaluation of firms.  

 

The presence of women and minorities on corporate boards has increased in 

the past several years, with women holding 24.4% of corporate board seats 

in the Russell 3000 index as of March 2021. The proportion of Black board 

members has increased as well: Between July 2020 and May 2021, some 

32% of newly appointed board members in the S&P 500 were Black (Alliance 

for Board Diversity and Deloitte 2021). However, women and minorities 

remain underrepresented relative to their population shares.  

 

The increase in female representation is in part due to legal requirements 

regarding the presence of women on corporate boards in many countries, 

including France, Germany, India, Israel, and Norway. In 2018, California 

became the first state in the U.S. to mandate board gender diversity with a 
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law that each public company with its principal offices in the state has at 

least one woman on its board of directors by the close of 2019, and with 

more stringent requirements in the following years (Green 2020). In addition 

to geographic location, the composition of a firm and board can affect who 

gets appointed to a board of directors. The proportion of women on boards 

increases with firm size and board size, but decreases as the number of 

insiders increases (Carter et al. 2003).  

 

Chart 1 
Fortune 500 percentage of board seats by gender and minority status  

 
Source: Alliance for Board Diversity and Deloitte (2021)  

 

Chart 2 
Fortune 500 board seats by demographic characteristics across time  

 
Source: Alliance for Board Diversity and Deloitte (2021)  
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Research finds that female and minority board members have different 

backgrounds from white male board members. For example, compared to 

male directors, female directors are more likely to hold advanced degrees 

and have more university degrees (Hillman et al. 2000, 2002; Carter et al. 

2010). Women had to be more qualified than men to be considered for 

directorships. About 68% of women directors (versus 51% of the male 

directors) were in a lead role, like CEO, president, or partner (Groysberg and 

Bell 2013). Interestingly, female directors receive less dissent from 

shareholders during director elections (Mitra et al. 2021).  

 

Other work finds that female board members at Fortune 1000 firms are 

more likely to come from non-business backgrounds (for example, law, 

banking, or politics) and join multiple boards at a faster rate than white male 

directors (Hillman et al. 2002). Black directors are more likely to come from 

non-business backgrounds, are more likely to hold advanced degrees, and 

join multiple boards at a faster rate than white male directors. This effect 

was even greater for Black women in the sample, who joined their second 

board six times faster than white male directors (Hillman et al. 2002).  

 

Once on boards, female and minority board members may have different 

experiences than white male board members in many ways. Female 

directors are more likely than male directors to sit on executive committees 

and more likely than male directors to sit on public affairs committees 

(Peterson and Philpot 2007). Female directors have better attendance 

records than male directors, and the increased presence of female board 

directors also affects male directors, as male board members have fewer 

attendance problems on more gender-diverse boards (Adams and Ferreira 

2009). Some 87% of female directors reported facing gender-related hurdles 
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in the board duties, while male directors were largely oblivious to their 

female colleagues’ experience in this regard (Groysberg and Bell 2013). The 

number of women on a board can affect the gender dynamics: Once a board 

includes three women, women are no longer seen as outsiders and can 

influence the content and process of board discussions more substantially 

(Konrad et al. 2008).  

 

Minority board members also face different dynamics when it comes to 

making an impact on boards. The prior experience of minority directors in a 

minority role on other boards can enhance their ability to exert influence on 

the focal board, while the prior experience of minority directors in a majority 

role can reduce their influence. That is, the effect of minority status on 

influence becomes more positive as a director’s prior experience in a 

minority role increases (Westphal and Milton 2000). Minority directors are 

more influential if they have direct or indirect social network ties to majority 

directors through common memberships on other boards (Westphal and 

Milton 2000).  

 

In evaluating the effects of board diversity on firm outcomes, we have 

organized this study as follows: 1) leadership/CEO outcomes, 2) firm 

financial performance, 3) social performance, 4) 

sustainability/environmentalism, and 5) innovation.  

 

1.  Leadership/CEO outcomes  
There is a significant positive relationship between the percentage of women 

on nonprofit boards and leadership’s satisfaction with the board’s 

performance (Bradshaw et al. 1996). However, CEO turnover is more 

sensitive to stock performance in firms with more gender-diverse boards 
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(Adams and Ferreira 2009). Deutsch (2005) finds that board independence, 

as measured by the number of outside (non-employee) board members has 

a positive systemic relationship with CEO turnover. Board independence is 

negatively related to CEOs’ incentive pay expressed as a ratio of total 

compensation (Deutsch 2005). While not explicitly related to board 

members’ demographic characteristics, these results suggest that board 

members with outside perspectives can affect leadership outcomes. There is 

also a positive relationship between board racial diversity (but not gender 

diversity) and firm reputation (Miller and Triana 2009).  

 

2.  Firm financial performance  
There is mixed evidence that the representation of women and minorities on 

corporate boards has any effect on firm financial outcomes, measured by 

both market performance and accounting returns.  

Effects of female representation on boards: Several studies find no solid 

evidence of a significant association between female presence on boards of 

directors and firm performance (as measured by profitability and capital 

efficiency debt-to-equity ratio, return on assets, and solvency) across 

countries, regions, time spans, and samples (Carter et al. 2010; Chapple 

and Humphrey 2014; Gruszczynski 2020; Khatib et al. 2021).  

 

Even so, Campbell and Minguez Vera (2010) find that the stock market 

reacts positively in the short term to the announcement of female board 

appointments, suggesting that investors on average believe that female 

directors add value. The authors work shows that just having one or more 

women on the board has an insignificant effect on the firm value, while the 

ratio of women to men on the board and diversity indices have a positive 

influence on firm value (as measured by an approximation of Tobin’s Q). 
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That is, while just one female board member does not have a measurable 

effect, increasing the proportion of women on boards can affect firm value.  

 

Work by Ahern and Dittmar (2012) finds that a Norwegian law that required 

a 40% quota for female board members led to younger and less experienced 

boards, increases in leverage and acquisitions, and deterioration in operating 

performance, consistent with less capable boards. This work suggests that 

the gender quota constrained firms’ abilities to choose directors in a way 

that maximized firm values. The effects on firm performance are not 

necessarily due to new female board members, but could also be a result of 

changes in performance and behavior or male board members.  

 

Effects of racial minority representation on boards: There is less research 

exploring the effects of racial diversity on boards than there is on the role of 

gender diversity. The results of this work are similarly mixed. Carter et al. 

(2010) find no significant relationship between the ethnic diversity of the 

board, important board committees, and financial performance of firms in 

the S&P 500. Earlier work, however, identifies significant positive 

relationships between the fraction of racial/ethnic minorities on Fortune 

1000 boards and Tobin’s Q (Carter et al. 2003). Erhardt et al. (2003) studies 

a sample of 127 large firms in the U.S. and finds that board diversity (as 

measured by the presence of women and minorities on boards) leads to 

higher returns on investment and returns on assets.  

 

3. Social performance  
Research examining the effects of board diversity on CSR and social 

performance has focused on the role of female board members. Firms with 

higher corporate social performance and CSR scores are more likely to have 
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women on their boards than those with lower corporate social performance 

and CSR scores (Byron and Post 2016; Cook and Glass 2018; Feng et al. 

2020; Boukattaya and Omri 2021). Specifically, gender is marginally 

associated with CSR measures of employee, environment, diversity and 

product, and negatively but not significantly associated with community and 

governance areas (Feng et al. 2020).  

 

However, female board directors have a stronger impact on reducing 

Corporate Social Irresponsibility” than in increasing CSR. Firms with low 

board gender diversity (below median) have higher Corporate Social 

Irresponsibility scores than firms with high gender diversity (Boukattaya and 

Omri 2021). When firms experience CSR legitimacy threats – shareholder 

concerns that a firm’s attributes are not “desirable, proper, or appropriate 

within some socially constructed system of norms, value, and beliefs” 

(Suchman 1995), – shareholders are even more lenient with female board 

members, and particularly so when there are fewer female board members 

(Mitra et al. 2021). This effect appears presumably because CSR legitimacy 

threats intensify the pressure on shareholders to exhibit CSR and regulatory 

compliance, and having female board members is perceived as a socially 

acceptable attribute. However, when directors themselves present agency 

threats (e.g., director attendance problems and non-independence), 

shareholders evaluate female directors more harshly than they evaluate 

male directors (Mitra et al. 2021).  

 

4. Sustainability/environmentalism  
A higher proportion of outside board directors is associated with more 

favorable environmental corporate social responsibility (ECSR) and higher 

natural environment ratings data from Kinder Lydenberg Domin, Inc. (KLD 
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scores). Outside directors are more concerned than inside directors about 

firm reputation and sustainability, and may recommend governance 

structures, build environmental credibility, and ensure the firm discloses 

environmental performance information (Post et al. 2011). The higher the 

representation of independent directors on a firm’s board, the more likely 

the firm is to form sustainability-themed alliances. These alliances then also 

positively contribute to corporate environmental performance (Post et al. 

2015). The presence of female board members is also related with higher 

sustainability scores. Firms with boards composed of three or more female 

directors (the critical mass to lend voice to women’s issues) received higher 

KLD strengths scores (Post et al. 2011). Additionally, the higher the 

representation of women on a firm’s board, the more likely the firm is to 

form sustainability-themed alliances (Post et al. 2015).  

 

5. Innovation  
There is a positive relationship between both board racial diversity and 

gender diversity, and innovation, as measured by Fortune 500 firms’ R&D 

expenditures (Miller and Triana 2009). Tuggle et al. (2010) explore board-

member demographic traits and find that tenure variance, firm/industry 

background heterogeneity, and the proportion of directors with output-

oriented backgrounds are positively associated with a board’s 

discussion/attention of entrepreneurial issues during board meetings, as long 

as demographic subgroups can relate to one another. While this study does 

not examine the role of gender or racial diversity, its findings suggest that 

variation in board members’ characteristics can spur novel discussions 

regarding firm options and innovations.  
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Overall, existing research finds that the demographics of board members 

and the composition of boards have an effect on firm outcomes across 

various dimensions. This is due both to the effect of diverse board members 

on corporate decisions as well as variation in response and public opinion 

from stakeholders.  

 

 

Perspectives on Indigenous Representation on Boards:  
A Summary  
 

We supplement our review of the literature on the antecedents and effects of 

board diversity with 11 interviews with Indigenous-identifying individuals 

with board experience, conducted over three months. This goal of these 

conversations was to better understand the experiences of Indigenous 

people in board contexts, which is unexplored in existing literature.  

 

We conducted these interviews through a combination of introductions and 

cold outreach via email and LinkedIn. We employed a “snowball sampling” 

technique in which we asked each interviewee for recommendations of other 

people who may be interested in speaking with us. Our final interview 

sample consisted of seven women and four men – three in Canada, one in 

Australia, and the remaining seven the U.S.. Members of this group identify 

themselves as Native American, Aboriginal Australian, Indigenous Hispanic, 

and First Nation people. Together, they have served as board members for 

non-profits, private companies, and public companies. Some of these 

individuals were open to quotes being directly attributed to them; in these 

cases, we have identified them by name. We have anonymized other 

interviewees as Participant 1, 2, etc.  
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In these conversations, we were specifically interested in understanding 

these individuals’ trajectories to serving on boards, including the barriers 

they faced, as well as their experiences as board members and how they 

perceived their personal and cultural backgrounds affecting their board 

service.  

 

The value of diversity on teams is beautifully captured in a Native American 

parable about the first game of lacrosse that was shared with us by Andrew 

Lee, a Seneca man with roots in the Allegheny Indian Reservation in New 

York state. The first game of lacrosse featured two teams: on one team were 

the four-legged animals, with the deer, the bear, and the turtle as team 

captains, and on the other team were the winged animals, with the eagle, 

the hawk, and the owl as captains. As the teams were being formed, the 

mouse and the squirrel asked the four-legged animals to join their team, but 

they were refused because the captains said they were not fast or strong 

enough. So, the mouse and the squirrel went to join the birds’ team, which 

welcomed the opportunity to be creative. They created a pair of wings for 

the mouse, who then became the animal we know as a bat, and they helped 

the squirrel stretch out his legs to become a flying squirrel. They created 

animals that didn’t previously exist, and because of their innovation, the 

winged animals ultimately won the first game of lacrosse. This tale still 

reflects Lee’s belief that “diverse teams make better teams, and you don’t 

have to be the fastest or the strongest or the smartest – there’s always a 

role for you to play on the team if you get creative. When we talk about this 

origin story of lacrosse, it’s fundamentally a story of diversity.”  
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Getting onto boards: motivation and challenges  
 

Interest in board service  

Several of our interviewees cited their interest in board positions as deriving 

from personal career aspirations. One Indigenous Hispanic woman located in 

Canada with non-profit board experience (Participant 1) said, “One of the 

reasons why I wanted to participate on this [board] is that it can also be 

good for my own development. I haven’t been on an audit committee ever, 

so for me that was important.” Roger Carlile, a Cherokee man in the U.S. 

with private and non-profit board experience, spoke more broadly about the 

career that board service enabled him to have, saying “ ... if you are a 

person who wants to help, make a difference in organizations’ strategies, 

their value, work with management teams doing that, but you don’t want to 

be running a business day-to-day any longer, then a board is the is the best 

place to do that.” Similarly, Mary Smith, a Cherokee woman in the U.S. with 

public, private, and non-profit board experience stated that she “really 

enjoyed helping an organization grow and providing strategy [advice].”  

 

Beyond direct career benefits, many individuals were interested in board 

positions because they believed they could provide a unique perspective due 

to their Indigenous backgrounds. A Cherokee woman in the U.S. with 

nonprofit board experience (Participant 4) said, “I knew I had integrity and 

could be trusted and didn’t just have the smash-and-burn mentality that 

some of my peers in school who would be in these types of positions had. ... 

I had seen this short-termism mindset in the business world since I was in 

college, with companies always focused on making this quarter better than 

the last quarter and not even thinking about regulatory aspects but more 

about shareholders’ perspectives. I was looking at environmental issues 
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which occur because of a lack of foresight; for example, polluting a creek 

and not understanding how much that creek matters to the estuary system. 

I had this broader perspective from my family, and because of our proximity 

to history and our ancestral background.”  

 

Rebecca Adamson, a Cherokee woman with public, private, and nonprofit 

board experience, provided a similar example, saying, “I’d become very 

aware that Indigenous communities had different values, like we valued 

clean water, more than we valued Nestle bottling it and selling it. So the 

value piece was such a schism between what economies under western 

capitalism claimed to be success and how tribal communities viewed 

success.”  

 

Additionally, more than one interviewee said they felt it was important to 

show both other Indigenous people as well as people outside of their 

communities that Native people could be in positions of influence and power. 

A Ho-Chunk woman who has served on public, private, and nonprofit boards 

(Participant 3) said, “It ‘became apparent to me early in my career that 

there were not many people that had my background, being native – this is 

what motivated me on the diversity front. I felt a tremendous responsibility 

to do well, to give back, to impart ’an example to other Natives as well as 

educating the broader population that [Native people are] not what you read 

[about them] in kids’ books or history books.” Mary Smith said, “I like to say 

to younger people that even though you haven’t seen other Native people in 

these roles, if you are interested in becoming the CFO or the chief marketing 

officer of a Fortune 500 company, you should try to do it and think that 

everything is open to you.”  
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Another reason interviewees cited as driving their desire to serve on boards 

was to provide a voice for Indigenous communities. A woman who is a 

member of the Neskonlith Band in Canada with public and nonprofit board 

experience (Participant 2), said, “I go to work to make a difference in 

people’s lives, and to hopefully effect some changes in these Indigenous 

communities whose lives have been impacted so negatively over the 

generations, since the residential schools. I’m going to continue to do this 

work, because I’m making changes that will support the work of the 

communities in becoming self-sufficient, and hope that a lot of these 

communities will become self-governing as well, [instead of] relying on 

existing government systems that seem to be pushing down our people and 

our communities rather than lifting them.”  

 

A board position was also seen as a way to elevate Indigenous values and 

principles. Rebecca Adamson said, “I saw an opportunity where I had a 

platform to explore this idea about the private market being part of the CDFI 

movement, and also applying Indigenous principles of connecting to the 

community. Economic distribution in our communities is for the widest 

[reach], and it would be wonderful if I can get into the private market like 

this.”  

 

Challenges to Indigenous board representation  

Interviewees highlighted the unique barriers that they encountered in joining 

boards as well as the challenges they have seen other Indigenous individuals 

encounter. They identified both demand and supply issues that contribute to 

the underrepresentation of Indigenous people on boards. First, several 

individuals cited racism, both explicit and implicit, from decision-makers 

within organizations.  
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“I tried very hard to network because that’s what everyone told me was the 

best way to make connections and be considered for board positions, and 

there was lots of interest from men in [her professional organization] to take 

me to lunch and talk. So I’d say yes and have a professional lunch, talk with 

them, and then eventually I realized they weren’t taking me seriously. They 

thought of me as this Native American Barbie they could take out for a 

date,” said Participant 4.  

 

Participant 2 discussed the challenges she faced in gaining the insight and 

experience that would equip her to become a valuable board member in the 

future. When she worked with contractors at her organization, she described 

how they would refuse to engage with her, saying “You’re a woman and you 

don’t know anything about mining, and they would laugh right in my face. I 

faced a lot of racism and discrimination ... there were two companies’ whose 

managers refused to meet with me ... I would go in to the mine site, and I 

would wait outside their offices all day and they would just look at me and 

say, ’I told you I’m not talking to you.’” 

  

Several individuals talked about a “cookie cutter” image of board members 

that organizations have that Indigenous individuals often don’t fit into, as 

well as a lack of effort in searching outside of preexisting networks for 

potential board members. Mary Smith said, “The traditional biography of a 

board member was a white male who’s older and who’s been a CEO, and 

that’s definitely opening up. But they say 75% of board seats are found just 

through networking, so these Native women or even men are ’not going to 

know the people who are looking for board members or [sit on boards], so 

that’s a big piece of it, too.”  
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Roger Carlile voiced similar thoughts, saying, “[Organizations are] looking 

for people that are capable, qualified and interact well. That’s where 

sometimes there’s discomfort because the cultures and the behaviors can be 

a little different, but by and large those boards do what’s the easiest. They 

have ‘a list of measurable qualifications and they go to someone and say, 

‘Apply that against the easiest population,’ which is their current database of 

mostly people who look like them. So it becomes convenient.”  

 

Even if there is a desire for diversity on boards, multiple people raised the 

distinction between meaningful ideological diversity and surface-level 

diversity. Rebecca Adamson explained, “On the diversity piece, they have ‘ 

to get serious about the lens being tied to an experiential base. How many 

years [of experience does] this person have and exactly what have they 

done that’s very different than your average board member sitting around 

the table? ... If you haven’t bothered to find out the different experiences 

you want around that table, you’re not even trying to get to diversity. And 

I’m talking about life experience, [not] a degree. Give me a break! You know 

that’s not diversity.”  

 

Ian Hamm, a Yorta Yorta man in Australia with private and nonprofit board 

experience agreed, saying, “Most boards are constructed so they see things 

through a narrow lens, or discuss your perspective point in a narrow view, 

whereas diversity brings a range of different perspectives. ... What we have 

now is if people are all from the same social and economic background, 

what’s the difference? There is not much. [But] if you’ve got a board with 

people who have a whole bunch of different life experiences and different 
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skills, that gives you a 360-degree view on the subject matter, not just a 20-

degree view.”  

 

Roger Carlile explained, “It feels a little bit not real sometimes, it feels like 

‘Oh great, I want to know that we can check this box on the EEOC report.’ 

And so it [feels like] ‘Well, you didn’t care about that till I told you. I don’t 

know that you really care about it, but you think it’s useful.’ It probably is 

useful ... they write up their bios and they talk about all the diversity ... it 

feels better to me when somebody needs to know something where your 

experience adds value versus just saying: Can we check the box? … and 

saying that we have this diverse group, and they all agree.”  

 

Participant 2 described another dimension of the importance of Indigenous 

board members not simply checking a box, saying, “Although there is a push 

to get Indigenous people sitting on different boards, I think it’s also just as 

important to get the right Indigenous person sitting on that board. Someone 

with the right background, which doesn’t necessarily have to be education – 

because I sat on a few boards and didn’t have prior education – but 

someone that is bold enough to speak and ask questions without feeling 

intimidated by the knowledge and experience that’s already in existence.”  

 

Another key limitation was the lack of understanding of the value of 

experiences in Indigenous contexts; for example, the fact that non-Native 

organizations do not view leadership positions in tribes as being akin to C-

suite roles. Participant 4 explained, “I served as the Treasurer of [my tribe] 

and was in charge of a budget of over a billion dollars, and I also expanded 

our health care system and upgraded our bond rating. I was basically the 

CFO, but other people don’t understand that when they look at my CV.” 
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Mary Smith voiced a similar perspective, saying, “The very senior Native 

women that I know have been in roles like chairperson or president of their 

tribe or they’ve had a senior position in the federal government ... it’s just 

not traditionally the trajectory to get on a board.” Andrew Lee explained, 

“On the for-profit side, being Chief Executive of a tribal nation, that ought to 

count, but so often people don’t know enough about American Indian affairs. 

They don’t understand what the demands are on a tribal chairperson or a 

President of an Indian Nation; they don’t even know what that means.”  

 

Several people also highlighted what they felt was a supply issue, as there 

has been an increase in interest in board diversity from organizations 

without a commensurate increase in the proportion of Indigenous people 

with experience that is viewed as relevant to boards. Roger Carlile 

explained, “In my entire family, I’m the only person I know that’s in 

business. Everybody is in some other type of civil service job; firemen, 

policemen, school teachers ... so you just have to build up the number of 

people who are qualified and diverse, and if you’re talking about Native 

Americans, that gets even more challenging. A lot of Native people are 

working on Native American issues or with Native American organizations, so 

they’re interacting with other Native Americans. But they’re not meeting 

other people that might put them on a board or be in corporate America.”  

 

Mary Smith described how professionals who work in Native American affairs 

become siloed, saying, “Sixty to 65% of Native American attorneys practice 

Indian law ... work on Native American issues is so important, but then 

you’re only dealing with a lot of other Native Americans. That’s why we 

haven’t seen, until the Biden Administration, Native Americans become 

federal judges, because a lot of them are Tribal Court judges and that wasn’t 
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necessarily the pool from which they were picking judges.” Ian Hamm 

explained, “Interest in diversity has only picked up in the past decade, and 

everybody wants to have a diverse board. The problem is, though, you don’t 

get instant walking, talking, competent organizational directors; it took me 

30 plus years working in government ... In the end, the bulk of aboriginal 

people have not been in the spaces where you build up the skills to be able 

to do [board service].”  

 

These individuals had differing paths to board service; some had a key 

mentor who made them aware of the benefits and value of serving on a 

board, while others were exposed to boards during their careers. Andrew 

Lee, a Seneca man with private and nonprofit board experience, was 

encouraged to look out for board opportunities by a college professor. “He 

told me to start serving on boards early in your career. I thought that piece 

of advice was interesting because I had no idea what boards were or what 

they did.” Roger Carlile received advice early in his life that led to him being 

exposed to boards as professional opportunities. He explained, “I happened 

to be fortunate enough to be dating a girl at high school whose father was a 

banker, and he said, ‘Go be an accountant; you’ll never need a job.’ But I 

didn’t even know what a CPA was. It turned out I was pretty good at it, and 

after I graduated, I got a job at Deloitte. It started there and I’ve been in 

that business my entire career, always in professional services of one kind ... 

eventually in investigating disputes, turnarounds, restructuring, and the sort 

of business issues that tended to get to board level.”  

 

Participant 1 explained how a friend’s nomination encouraged her to think of 

board service, saying, “When I learned about the nomination process for this 

association, my first thought was I’m going to nominate a friend or 
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somebody I know that it’s representative of a different culture a different 

background, like myself, and a minority in this industry. And I did try to do 

that, and then this person actually nominated me, and said, ‘Why don’t you 

do it?’ So it’s funny because you don’t think about yourself ... I found this 

need to do something, but also, I felt like it [should be] somebody else, 

maybe more experienced than me, older than me.”  

 

Other people were very deliberate in building their credentials to be well-

positioned to serve as board members. Participant 3 said, “I was in 

boardrooms as a professional ... as a consultant if you will. Being able to see 

and understand more of the role of the board as a young professional made 

me say, this is what I would like to do, to be in a position to have a strategic 

mindset and a skill set that can add value to a company and its shareholders 

... I was very intentional, I always wanted to serve in a governance capacity, 

and I wanted to retire a little bit early to give myself a little bit more runway 

to do that type of work, because I understood the responsibility of a board 

member.” Mary Smith echoed this, saying, “I’ve been interested in serving 

on boards for about 15 years and I started doing some things towards 

gaining a board seat 15 years ago. Four years ago, I dedicated myself to it, 

treating it like a full-time job to gaining corporate board seats. I joined a lot 

of organizations ... and started networking, attending conferences, attending 

in-person events, and getting to know recruiters. It took three years, but I 

did get on a public company board last year and a private company board.”  

 

Multiple people said that they were very intentional about joining boards that 

they perceived as welcoming to Indigenous people. Lana Eagle, a Sioux and 

Sautaute woman in Canada with public and nonprofit board experience said, 

“When you look at a company and you click on their website and you see the 
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typical old gray haired guys in hard hats you wonder, can I really fit in here? 

Do I see myself on this board? Sometimes the answer is no. But I can 

honestly say part of the reason I joined Kodiak was because the company 

was making a presentation at an investment forum and without being 

questioned, they’re talking about their relationship with Indigenous people 

and how important it is. And then I looked at the CEO and she’s a young 

woman, very intelligent, very friendly. And then a colleague of mine joined 

the company as their manager of communications and I thought, why are 

these people, women, joining the board? That to me is a big part of 

everything; how people feel included. It’s not just you know how inclusive 

they are to Indigenous people, but it’s how inclusive they are to young 

people or to women as well.” Participant 3 said, “I look at what environment 

I am going into, and if it’s somebody that says we just want a board 

member who’s Native American, I’m not really interested. What’s the culture 

of the organization, what’s the culture of the board, and what’s the culture 

of the management team and around diversity, equity, and inclusion? I will 

say that I can be selective as well.”  

 

Indigenous voices on boards: novel perspectives and resistance  
 

Novel perspectives from Indigenous board members  

Across all of our conversations, people reported that they felt they were able 

to bring novel insights to the boards they served on, in part due to their 

personal backgrounds. Andrew Lee summarized a story he told his board 

colleagues to explain his perspective: “Among the Haudenosaunee people, 

we have what’s called the principle of seven generations. It’s very simple but 

it’s a great leadership principle that I introduced to the full board. It goes 

like this: if you are in a position of leadership, you have a sacred 
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responsibility to think about seven generations. You think about the seven 

generations before you make a decision; you have to think about the 

wisdom of those who came seven generations before you. And you think 

about how your decision or organization is going to impact those to be born 

seven generations after. This is something that is ingrained in every 

Haudenosaunee kid; you hear about this principle of seven generations, and 

that was just a crystal clear example of something I could offer to the 

board.”  

 

Indigenous board members were able to provide new perspectives in both 

macro and micro ways, both by broadening the lens through which the board 

considered topics and by providing information that was specifically relevant, 

often to Native communities.  

 

Macro perspectives  

Participant 1 described how she encouraged a broader shift in the way board 

meetings began. “In Canada, every time we start a meeting, we do a land 

acknowledgement; you acknowledge the land you’re sitting on as Indigenous 

as a part of our reconciliation with Indigenous people, we try to establish 

that. The last time we met, I realized, we never do that for our board 

meeting. So what I did was to ask the President, when he was just starting 

the meeting, and I said I have a question to ask: I was just curious [as to] 

why we’re not doing this land acknowledgement? He didn’t know how to 

answer; he was put on the spot and said well it’s not enforced, etc., etc. But 

even so, nowadays, you see it in every meeting. I like to think that I 

changed that.”  
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Rebecca Adamson described, “[Boards sometimes] decide they’re going to 

reorganize and want to go all the way back to a mission statement. And 

every non-Indian board I’ve ever been on, when they do a mission 

statement, they do it through building blocks: while we’re doing this 

program and we have this program, we’ll put that up program on top of this, 

and over and over. And they build it up from the building blocks of what 

they’re doing, and maybe what else they wanted to be doing. You have a 

bunch of Indians in the room, and you say let’s write a vision statement and 

they’re extremely conceptual and [do] systems thinking. They’ll go ‘Bam!’ 

and get you a vision statement like that, and then you get to build out. And 

from that vision statement, you build in your programs that are going to 

reach that vision. It’s completely different. And yet they’re both vision 

statements and that’s an example of diversity that really belongs in the 

boardroom. They need both ways of doing this, especially if they’re serious 

about getting the purpose right and long-term thinking right. They really 

need the visionary stuff now, more so than they ever have when they were 

allowed to get away with the highest rate of return as their answer and only 

thing they had to do. Those days are over, and there’s a case for diversity, 

because that singularity doesn’t work. We know that now we know it doesn’t 

work in nature and it doesn’t work in business.”  

 

One topic that arose several times was the different perspective that 

Indigenous board members brought with regards to the relationship 

organizations should have with the natural environment and communities in 

which they operate. Ian Hamm explained, “One of the things of having 

Indigenous people on board is that [they bring] a different perspective of 

what you regard as important. It’s a more global one, an obligation to the 

Community and society we live in. That’s a really important point that a lot 
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of people don’t get. What should be emphasized about having Indigenous 

people on boards is that the winner is not the Aboriginal person, but the 

board, as they get more out of it ... because boards can be pretty one 

dimensional.” At the same time, he was clear that, “I don’t represent the 

whole Aboriginal community on any of the boards I serve on, but clearly I 

come with a whole range of community experiences and background and 

family growing up, and all that which informs who I am.” Andrew Lee 

explained his perspective by saying, “It’s a totally different way of thinking 

from moving from short-term to long-term thinking and that’s the real 

benefit of Indigenous participation on boards. Boards are the highest level of 

the organization; it’s about strategy, and sometimes these pieces of ancient 

wisdom are totally relevant in thinking about organizational strategy.”  

 

Ian Hamm said, “A lot of organizations think about diversity as a cost. No, 

it’s not a cost – it’s actually an enhancement. Because if you just think of 

having lawyers and accountants and finance people and whatever else, yes, 

that’s all very good and you do need those, but how many people are really 

long-term strategic thinkers, and how many people understand obligations 

to the society in which you live? How many people know what’s going on 

with the ordinary people? Then that’s the bit which boards lack, and that’s 

what you get from diversity. So it’s not dumbing down; it’s actually scaling 

up and if you don’t have it, your board gets left behind and therefore your 

organization gets left behind. It’s looking at it through it’s looking at a 

different landscape. It’s not even a different perspective – it’s taking a much 

wider view of the whole landscape, rather than the perspective of the same 

landscape.”  
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Micro perspectives  

Some individuals we spoke with were able to effectively act as bridges 

between Native communities and the organizations where they served on 

boards. Ethan Schutt, an Athabascan Alaskan native man with public, 

private, and nonprofit board experience said of his board service on a 

nonprofit serving at-risk youth, “My personal experiences of extended family 

were definitely valuable to understanding how the program services worked, 

and where the kids came from, or how they may have ended up in the 

situation of needing homeless youth services in Anchorage.”  

 

Participant 3 described her experiences, saying, “When I was on the board of 

the planetarium, when we were talking about the sky, I asked, ‘How are we 

engaging Indigenous people in this dialogue? I was asking those questions 

where audiences may not have been able to fully participate because 

nobody’s asking the right questions. When I was on the board of the Girl 

Scouts, I made it a point to go up to Alaska to visit some of the native 

areas, and that did influence our programming. Certainly it mattered on the 

NGO boards, where your role is governance, but you also can provide more 

feedback and input than on a public company board.”  

 

Mary Smith described her experiences serving on the board of a museum: 

“[The museum] has a Native North American hall that’s going to tell the 

story of Native Americans. The past exhibit they had on Native Americans 

was rooted in the 1950s and was not prepared by Native Americans and this 

exhibit has had a lot of input from Native communities, particularly in 

Chicago. At one point, a comment was made that ‘the Indigenous 

community would expect a certain thing’ and that’s why they were planning 

to do. I said, ‘I don’t think they’re expecting that.’ And I think they went 
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back and realized, hopefully, [that] my comments [were] for them to take a 

walk and they realized that they were making an assumption about what the 

Native community in Chicago wanted. I didn’t think that is necessarily what 

they wanted. As is the case for most museums, the way that they’ve gotten 

a lot of their artifacts from Indigenous peoples has not been the best and it’s 

rooted [in] white supremacy; there’s actually a repatriation committee which 

I’m on. I do think that my voice is important because no one else is Native 

on that board, and I have raised a couple things that I think others have not 

raised and I know the staff does reach out to me to ask my advice on certain 

things.”  

 

Rebecca Adamson described her time on the Calvert Social Investment Fund, 

“This didn’t have to be Indian on this particular lens, but it helped because 

poverty is so common. There’s not a lens in the private sector on poor 

people ... when I gave this speech to our shareholders, the title of my 

speech was ‘Poor People Are Credit Worthy.’ I’m not sure they had ever met 

a poor person, but they were very, very interested in hearing from one. And 

so the stories I could tell about Emma Naunek and how she got $225 a 

month and had a family, she was single mom with eight kids and how she 

made sandwiches at the BIA, and it went up to $625 a month because we 

could lend to her. I mean, those stories came alive for them. That direct 

connection into poor people’s lives and a willingness to see if they could be 

part of the solution … the private sector is there, I just think there are not 

enough bridges.”  

 

These real-life experiences were relevant to organizations’ bottom lines in 

some situations. Ethan Schutt explained, “In Alaska there’s a business case 

for participation by Alaskan natives, in both for-profit and non-profits or 
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advocacy groups, on all of the kinds of classifications of boards. There’s a 

real business case to have that representation, because the Alaska Native 

corporations are such large employers and such an important piece of the 

Alaskan economy at this point. [NovaGold, for instance], owns half of the 

equity of the Donlon gold project in Western Alaska. It’s a very large and at 

this point known deposit of gold, but it’s so far from everything that the 

development timeline, costs, risks and everything [else] are very, very high. 

They looked for someone from Alaska, especially an Alaskan Native person 

specifically to try to understand the role of the project in the region, its 

benefits, and some of the pitfalls of trying to do the late-stage development. 

So that perspective has been actively sought in my participation on the 

board and it’s a key reason that I was invited to join that board and 

ultimately appointed to the board. Even if it’s not the region that [I’m from], 

I have some exposure professionally and personally ... I still travel a lot in 

rural Alaska including way off grid stuff. Understanding the reality of the 

logistics and the reality of river travel and things like that has been a real 

asset for the board.”  

 

This perspective also enabled some board members to identify new avenues 

for growth. Andrew Lee spoke of his experience serving on the board of USA 

Lacrosse, saying, “Among the Haudenosaunee, lacrosse is our game. It’s 

more than a game. When you’re born, as a little tiny baby, you’re given a 

wooden lacrosse stick, and when you die, you’re buried with a lacrosse stick 

... Lacrosse is an interesting moment right now, because it’s a Native game, 

but I think in the minds of most Americans it’s a wealthy white person’s 

game ... there’s so much room for growth. And if we’re going to grow the 

game we’ve got to reach out to new communities, communities that have 

traditionally not been served by lacrosse, communities of color, for example. 
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That’s how we’re going to grow the game, so bringing that perspective to 

the board is helpful for the organization and it’s great for the rest of the 

country too, because we’re getting more and more kids with sticks in their 

hands.”  

 

Indigenous experiences with board service  

Several individuals we spoke with described challenges they experienced 

while serving on boards or resistance they encountered from other board 

members regarding increasing diversity, which we explain in more detail 

below. Some individuals had uniformly positive experiences on boards, while 

others reported more mixed experiences. Most individuals described being 

the only Indigenous person on the boards they had served on, unless the 

board was for an organization that was focused on Indigenous peoples.  

 

Lana Eagle described the resistance she has faced, saying, “Initially, every 

board that I’ve been invited to is always with the idea that somehow I’m 

going to change the world and make things happen. But then when it comes 

down to it, and it comes to ‘Let’s do things differently,’ they’re not quite 

prepared to move in that direction. So it leaves me wondering, why am I 

here?”  

 

Rebecca Adamson said, “The barrier [to diverse opinions being heard] is a 

very routine board meeting. If you have ever been in a board meeting with 

these guys, the most important thing to them is to finish on time. Creativity 

doesn’t really happen on an agenda. If you really want to blow it open and 

begin to think out of the box, they need to schedule time for it and they 

need to make a commitment for it. And then, they need to look around the 

table. I sat on a board where the old people didn’t say a word. I was the 
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youngest one on the board and they didn’t say a word until board terms 

came on the agenda and then every one of them talked, you can’t even get 

a word in edgewise, they never said a word about another policy, though it 

was all about extending their board terms. There’s such self-interest inside 

those boardrooms, and it has to be broken up because you get paid a lot of 

money.”  

 

Participant 1 explained, “In my particular case I’m not only the only Latin 

American woman, but I’m also younger than most of the directors as well, so 

they’re looking at you like, ‘Huh you don’t know what you’re talking about, 

I’ve been around for 30 years’ or something [like that]. So it’s that feeling, 

and you try to speak up, but then, when you feel that there’s no response, 

there’s a point where you think, why would I even talk if nothing is going to 

happen here? And then I have to remind myself there’s a reason why I’m 

here and there is a reason why they selected me, and I need to do this even 

though it’s not I feel as if I’m welcome. But I guess it’s that cultural aspect 

of being their friend.” She also described the pressures she felt as a minority 

on the board, saying, “I feel guilty, sometimes, and I think I should have 

said more, I should have put more emphasis, I shouldn’t care what they 

think ... and then you feel like I don’t know it happens to every other 

director of a different [background], feeling like you are representing this 

entire group of people, even though you’re not really, right? I feel like I’m 

representing all women of color or something and feeling that pressure.”  

 

Participant 3 described the reactions she had received from other board 

members when she discussed her Native American heritage, particularly 

earlier in her career. “My father was a full blooded Ho-Chunk Winnebago, 

and so it gave me an opportunity to tell the story. I did have to have a little 
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bit of thick skin, because some people don’t understand, and they would try 

to use humor and you’d have to correct them. I tried to use things as an 

opportunity to educate. I have heard things like ‘Oh my God, don’t mess 

with her, she knows how to use a tomahawk.’ That’s insulting! But it was like 

okay, very funny ha ha ... I would always try to defuse things … I would use 

them as opportunities to engage ... I thought I was doing a good job of 

educating people, this is really what a Native American woman looks like and 

what she’s capable of doing that, breaking down those stereotypes ... I 

found the more comfortable I was to talk about things, and the more 

inquisitive people became.”  

 

Multiple individuals described a gendered dynamic as well, in which they felt 

that their voices were not heard as clearly as [those of] their male 

colleagues. Lana Eagle said, “Sometimes I’ll say something as an idea or for 

something we should be considering, and poof! Dead, no response. Then a 

male colleague will come along and will say the exact same thing I was, and 

it’s like ‘Oh my God! Sliced bread. Whoever thought of that!’ I have a couple 

of really good friends that I might text you know, during a meeting and I’ll 

say, ‘Oh my God, I was just mansplained again!’ And they might groan and 

send me some emojis, but it’s always with the intent of a reminder to keep 

your head high, so it’s learning how to deal with those little things.” Rebecca 

Adamson echoed this, saying, “Women would all resonate, and their heads 

would probably bob up and down, but you put those ideas out there and 

they just fall flat until some guy picks them up and repeats them. So you 

need to understand that’s a dynamic and you probably would serve yourself 

better to build those allies on the board.”  
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Many participants were optimistic about the future and felt that things are 

moving in a positive direction with respect to interest in and appreciation of 

diversity and specifically Indigenous peoples’ inputs. Participant 2 said, 

“There may be people on the board that have no willingness to understand 

the Indigenous aspect of it. But they will more often than not take the time 

to listen and consider the perspective and that’s getting a little bit further 

ahead than it was a decade ago where they were few refusing to listen ... at 

least today within the diversity on boards, there’s some willingness to at 

least listen and that gets us a little bit further along in advancing community 

engagement and a lot of these initiatives that we’re working towards as 

Indigenous people.” Participant 1 explained, “It’s a fascinating shift to see 

because I still see that traditional [men] are in control, right now, I still think 

they’re calling the shots, but I think it’s moving. [The environment] is open 

to the other side and I have hope that the next election will bring new and 

hopefully younger people, more women and more diverse.”  
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