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Comparing best-in-class D&I executives to best-in-class CHROs and CEOs.

Another analysis of the best-in-class data revealed compelling parallels with top-performing chief human
resources officers (CHROs) and CEOs.

We took our data set with millions of executive and professional candidate profiles and leadership
assessments and compared our best-in-class data to CHRO and CEO profiles. With respect to top-
performing CHROs and CEOs, the alignment was profound.

Best-in-class D&I executives might be slightly more sociable than CEOs, and marginally more analytical
and data driven than CHROs, but by and large, all three have very similar personality trait profiles.

Figure 4
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As the data shows, the three sets of leaders are much more similar than different in their competencies, as
well. This is not surprising given that best-in-class D&I executives operate at the highest leadership level of
an organization in influential ways.

Where they do differ appears to be in competencies that best-in-class D&I executives don’t tend to use:
CEOs and CHROs, both of whom have broader mandates than diversity leaders, are more skilled in
managing ambiguity, making plans, and allocating resources. Best-in-class D&I executives, on the other
hand, have stronger interpersonal strengths in navigating networks and managing conflicts, compared to
CHROs.

Figure 5
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The complete picture of the
next-gen CDO.

In summary, best-in-class D&I executives are
naturally curious and innovative leaders who
demonstrate sociably engaging behaviors and
excel at building collaborative relationships,
tactfully winning people over with compelling
arguments, fostering a culture that supports
innovation and experimentation, and tolerating
ambiguity and change. They don’t get lost in the
weeds and possess the learning agility to make
decisions when faced with unfamiliar or novel
problems that don’t have a clear playbook of
obvious answers.

Counterintuitively, they are much more similar to
current C-suite leaders than to diversity activists
of years ago.

Over the past two decades, organizational
sophistication regarding issues of diversity and
inclusion have greatly evolved. Similarly, the nature
of the CDO role has evolved.

Across all those years, diversity leaders have
sought to bring about positive change, but their
specific goals and approaches tended to differ.

Diversity leaders in the “early days” were typically
activists aiming to right organizational wrongs,
such as blatant discriminatory hiring and
promotion practices, by instituting policies,
procedures, affirmative action programs, and
focusing on compliance with such changes. They
also focused on prodding organizations to
“celebrate diversity” through one-off diversity
training programs.

As a result, those diversity leaders were usually
solo activists waving a flag for diversity within an
organizational context of marginalization and
tokenism. They were often in a role that required
them to “go it alone” as they fought for respect,
leadership visibility, and credibility.

Today, however, the best-in-class D&I executives
operate in organizational environments that
consider diversity and inclusion as business
imperatives. The rapid diversification of the
population, the globalization of business, the
fragmentation of markets, the exponential increase
in the sharing of diversity-related experiences,
observations, ideas, and opinions across social
media, and the shifting role of CEOs from
bottom-line leaders to societal influencers have all
contributed to the evolution of how companies
take into account diversity and inclusion. As a
result, current best-in-class D&I executives serve
less as solo activists and more as collaborative
change partners who work with others to evolve
their organizations.

Given the profound evolution of the D&I leadership
role, today’s diversity leaders may find it useful to
reconsider what they will need to become top
performers in the coming years. One approach is
to compare their own traits, competencies, and
motivational drivers with those that are
characteristic of best-in-class D&I executives. They
might ask themselves: Do I have the predisposition
to shift from being an activist, striving for visibility
and who fixes problems, to a team player who
works behind-the-scenes to alter the way that
business operates? Do I have the capability to
initiate and nurture relationships, collaborate in all
directions, and maintain my composure no matter
the circumstances? In fact, they may want to ask
whether they have the skills and inclinations to be
a C-suite-level leader.

"The CEO needs to feel that
the CDO is truly aligned
with him or her to speak on
the CEO’s behalf—which is
the ultimate goal."
David Porter, Former Executive
Director, Walter Kaitz Foundation
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Achieving the D&I breakthrough.

As numerous studies have proven, there is a
connection between the diversity of our
organizations and organizational performance in
the highly diverse, multicultural marketplace.
From the diversity of our boards linking with
shareholder value, to the diversity of our
management yielding higher performance, to
diverse teams delivering our products and services
faster and better—all measures make the case.
“The opportunity for the CDO to be a beacon of
light, especially at this time, is huge,” says Houston.

Yet, to date, the ability of organizations to become
significantly more diverse and inclusive have
disappointed. And as we are faced with mounting
change across governments and policies,
industries and generations, and the pressure to
stay ahead of demand for technology and
innovation, diversity and inclusion has never been
more crucial. But this will require a new cohort of
leaders—the next generation—with the right Traits,
Drivers, and Competencies.

To set up this next generation of diversity leaders
for success requires a profile to target. Our
research, both quantitative and qualitative,
provides that profile of the best-in-class D&I
executive, which is crucial to any company looking
to thrive in today’s dynamic world or any
individual looking to grow and develop into a top-
performing D&I leader with executive impact.

Leveraging this research can help any organization
identify the precise areas where strategy and
diversity leadership talent are aligned—or where
there are opportunities to close the gaps.

With the right diversity leadership so critical for
measurable and effective change, organizations
can’t leave to chance that their CDO is up to the
task. The stakes, when it comes down to candidate
selection, demand greater certainty.

“I love my job because I see
the impact we are having
on helping our society
evolve. I can help improve
my organization. I can help
employees and their
families. I can touch the
communities where we do
business.”
Elizabeth Nieto, Global Chief
Diversity & Inclusion Officer, MetLife
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About Korn Ferry

Korn Ferry is a global organizational
consulting firm. We help clients
synchronize strategy and talent to drive
superior performance. We work with
organizations to design their structures,
roles, and responsibilities. We help them
hire the right people to bring their
strategy to life. And we advise them on
how to reward, develop, and motivate
their people.
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