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More than half of fund boards have no racial minority independent directors, according to 

results of a recent BoardIQ survey, and 54% of those who responded also said adding 

minorities or women of any race isn’t a priority. 

 

At the same time, however, the survey results and other data suggest women are 

achieving greater representation on fund boards, especially at the industry’s largest 

complexes. Fewer than one in five respondents said their board had no women directors, 

and their boards averaged about 28% women. 

 

The figure for racial minorities on fund boards was much lower – about 9%. 

 

“It’s disappointing,” says John Rogers, chairman, CEO and founder of Ariel Investments 

and interested director on the Ariel Funds board. “In no way do these numbers reflect the 

population of women or people of color in our country. So the mutual fund industry has a 

long, long way to go.” 

 

BoardIQ conducted its reader survey last month to gauge the state of diversity on mutual 

fund boards. The publication separately polled the 20 largest fund groups about the 

diversity of their independent fund directors. 

 

The responses provide what may be the only public snapshot of fund director racial 

diversity, allowing for comparisons against the fund industry as a whole and corporate 

boards. Details about women on fund boards are more readily available and, unlike 

ethnicity or race, generally can be discerned through disclosures. 

 

The reader survey garnered more than 105 responses from directors and others associated 

with roughly 80 boards. In calculating the results for certain fact-based questions, 

BoardIQ culled answers from multiple respondents affiliated with the same board to 

count just one response per board. 

 

Using those criteria, more than half – almost 54% – said no racial minorities served on 

their board. About a third said their board membership included one director of color, but 

even fewer said there were two independent directors who are racial minorities on the 

board. None had more than that. 

 

The numbers were better for women. Just 20% of respondents said their board had no 

women on it, while a third said there was one female independent director. And many 

more indicated having multiple women serving on their board, with some even reporting 

that five or more members were women. 

 



Separate from the survey, BoardIQ requested more granular diversity data about 

independent directors from the 20 largest fund groups. Three fund complexes either did 

not respond to repeated email and phone requests over more than a month for the 

information or refused to provide it. 

 

Of those complexes – BlackRock, Franklin and Dodge & Cox – it is BlackRock that has 

made the issue of board diversity among the public companies in its portfolios a major 

talking point. Earlier this year, the world’s largest asset manager identified board 

diversity as one of a handful of priorities on which it would engage companies. 

 

“Diverse boards, including but not limited to diversity of expertise, experience, age, race 

and gender, make better decisions,” BlackRock wrote on its website. “If there is no 

progress within a reasonable time frame, we will hold nominating and/or governance 

committees accountable for an apparent lack of commitment to board effectiveness.” 

 

Fidelity provided only the number of women on its fund boards – information that 

already is publicly available. Vanguard and DFA referred BoardIQ to web pages with 

photographs of their independent fund directors. 

 

The publication made its best effort to determine those directors’ race, but experts say it 

is difficult to accurately determine such information from pictures. Vanguard did not 

dispute the determinations BoardIQ made but said it does not collect diversity data about 

its directors. DFA did not respond to the conclusions the publication reached. 

 

“For those companies that are not willing to share the information, that’s their call,” says 

Ronald Parker, president and CEO of the Executive Leadership Council, which works on 

increasing the number of black executives in C-suites and corporate boards. “But with the 

ability to go online and see the composition of boards, social media can do a lot to report 

what they see and also what they don’t see.” 

 

 

The largest fund groups that did respond indicated slightly higher board numbers of 

women and minorities than survey respondents did. Women occupy a bit more than 31% 

of independent director seats at these groups, and people of color account for slightly 

more than 14%. 

 

“My initial reaction is these numbers are really quite high” when compared against 

corporate boards, says Patricia Flynn, a Columbia Funds director and economics 

professor at Bentley University who studies corporate governance and is researching 

gender diversity on fund boards. 

 

That research, which uses disclosures to document how many women are on the 53 

boards affiliated with the 25 largest fund groups using filings, indicates about 28% of 

independent directors are women, she says. By comparison, a report by Spencer Stuart 

found S&P 500 boards had 21% women and the 200 largest S&P company boards had 

15% minorities in 2016, Flynn notes. 



 

A broader data set of more than 2,300 independent directors maintained by BoardIQ 

indicates women hold slightly less than 21% of fund board seats. 

 

The combined findings point to both the progress that women of any color have made 

and the work that remains in boosting the seats they and racial minorities occupy on fund 

boards, experts say. 

 

“It’s improving slowly but surely,” says Rogers, whose own board Parker holds as a 

model of diversity. “But the fund industry has been notoriously non-diverse.” 

 

Some studies bear that out. A recent Knight Foundation report found women-owned 

mutual fund firms accounted for 8.8% of the industry and minority-owned firms made up 

7.4% of all fund firms in the second quarter of 2016. 

 

Furthermore, about 19% of fund industry executives were women, and less than 13% 

were minorities, according to 2015 data from the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission. 

 

“It’s all about awareness…. We’re big believers in change starts with having a very fact-

based conversation,” says Parker, who also is a Pimco independent director. “With 

mutual funds, we will get there over time.” 

 

The topic of board diversity is in hyperfocus at corporate boards, with shareholders and 

other organizations paying close attention to their makeup. But there’s little external 

pressure on fund boards to diversify, other than a 2010 Securities and Exchange 

Commission rule requiring funds and companies to disclose whether they consider 

diversity in hiring new directors and how. Last year, former chair Mary Jo White said in a 

speech the rule has had little impact on diversity disclosures. 

 

The lack of pressure on fund boards may be why nearly 54% of the reader survey’s 

respondents said adding women or racial minorities to their board was not a priority. 

Flynn suggests that some survey takers may not prioritize the issue because they believe 

their board already is sufficiently diverse. 

 

Anecdotal evidence suggests some fund boards are focused on diversity. 

 

At a meeting set for June 22, shareholders of Jackson National’s JNL Series Trust are 

being asked to elect an African-American independent director to join the board in 

January. One of several new directors who started at MFS this year is a man of color, and 

a Pimco director who came aboard in February is a woman of color. 

 

And 31% of the independent directors who joined boards so far in 2017 are women, 

according to an analysis of BoardIQ’s database. (Women accounted for about 23% and 

31% of new directors who came onto boards in 2016 and 2015, respectively.) 

 



“I can’t remember the last fund board search we did that didn’t include at least one 

candidate who met some pretty significant diversity qualifications, as an aside from 

having all the other requisite qualifications to become an independent fund board 

director,” says Lawrence Lieberman, senior managing director of search firm Orion 

Group. But, he says, “nobody in any search I’ve been associated with is being hired 

because of their gender or skin color. They’re being hired because they’re good for the 

role.” 

 

Short of engaging a search firm, though, fund boards may not realize their method of 

looking for director candidates is so limited, says Parker, who adds that about 70% of 

director vacancies are still filled by informal means. 

 

“The dynamic of board representation is driven by a culture of familiarity with those you 

interact with most frequently,” Parker says. So when there’s an opening, directors have a 

“tendency to rely on their own narrow network or relationships.” 

 

That’s where organizations such as Parker’s, the Hispanic Association on Corporate 

Responsibility, Women Corporate Directors Foundation and Leadership Education for 

Asian Pacifics come in. They have plenty of minorities or women with the skills required 

for board service, experts say. 

 

“There are a lot of organizations out there that have talent,” says Parker, who notes 

searching for diverse candidates doesn’t mean lowering expectations. “It’s just when 

there is an opening, you have to give yourself enough time to cover the landscape and 

assess pools of talent you normally don’t have access to.” 

 

The executive leadership council helps black executives prepare for directorships by 

providing board development training, and, Parker says, 75 members “are board-ready 

today.” 

 

Ariel’s Rogers says many groups help promote minorities as directors. But along with 

seeking out those organizations, fund boards – and the industry in general – need to 

continue focusing on diversity. 

 

“In some ways it’s easy for people to assume things are better than they are,” he says. 

“It’s important to keep pushing and let people know not only is [adding women and 

minority directors] the right thing to do but, when you have diversity in the boardroom, 

you get better decision making.” 


