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Seize the DEI: How CFOs can help implement
strategies around diversity, equity, and inclusion
It’s a finding that suggests a growing
awareness and, perhaps, tangible progress:
72% of CFOs say that their company has a
formal diversity, equity, and inclusion
(DEI) program.
That’s according to Deloitte’s North
American CFO Signals™ survey for the
second quarter of 2021,1 an increase
from the 67% who responded similarly
in the first quarter 2019 survey.2 The Q2
2021 survey also found that 60% of CFOs
represented companies that either have
or plan to have a defined budget for DEI in
the next year. It’s likely that societal realities
and pressures, combined with employee
and stakeholder activism, have elevated
DEI’s importance, solidifying the case that
DEI is not only becoming an important
focus area, but is also vital to the future
growth of a company.

Specifically, diversity can also play a part in
creating long-term value for shareholders.
In fact, a Wall Street Journal analysis found
that the 20 most diverse companies in
the S&P 500 have an annual stock return
of 10% over five years, compared to the
4.2% achieved by their least diverse
counterparts.3 Such findings may be
one aspect to help motivate CFOs to
assess what more they can do—beyond
supporting relevant budgetary decisions—
to help their companies implement DEIrelated strategies and programs.
The CFO Signals survey for Q2 2021,
which drew 138 responses, asked finance
chiefs to name “the one thing you plan
to do to make the greatest impact on
advancing DEI.” Their responses centered
on reducing biases in recruiting, hiring,
and development practices, including

diversifying their teams and modeling
inclusive leadership (see “The six signature
traits of inclusive leadership”). Another
high-ranking response among CFOs: setting
DEI-related goals (not to be confused with
quotas) and metrics.
Still, CFOs may be able to do much more
to support DEI efforts long term. In this
edition of CFO Insights, we’ll explore
how finance leaders can help make DEI
a priority, from raising the appropriate
questions about a potential acquisition
to choosing financial institutions for
partnership. In addition, we’ll ask: How
can policies and procedures promote
diversity? What does it mean to improve
supplier diversity? And what can finance
leaders do to prepare for providing DEI
data to investors, regulators, and other
stakeholders?
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Enabling workforce equity
Given its company-wide impact, the finance
function is positioned to enable equity
activation across the entire enterprise.
To make progress against their DEI goals,
companies typically start by focusing on
their workforce. As such, finance leaders
can support and drive accountability
for activities, such as planning and
forecasting, compensation and benefits,
and investments in workforce experience
programs. In the Q2 2021 CFO Signals
survey, 45% of respondents chose decisions
related to recruiting and hiring as the
one thing they planned to do to make the
greatest impact on advancing DEI.
Some companies have already rethought
their hiring processes as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Many have acquired
the ability to hire workers via computer
monitor, for instance. Organizations that
have embraced virtual talent acquisition
programs and remote work policies
can now look for talent in a variety of
geographies. Even finance organizations
and functions, which have historically
required co-location for workers, have
learned to operate virtually (see “Closing
time: Preparing for the next virtual
financial close,” CFO Insights, May 2020)
and now have opportunities to expand
their teams with a focus on diversity,
equity, and inclusion—that is, hiring
workers with different backgrounds,
ensuring that processes like onboarding
and compensation are fair, and working to
foster a sense of belonging.
Such opportunities are reflected in the
recent CFO Signals survey. Elaborating on
what they planned to do to advance DEI,
CFOs’ written answers ranged from “ensure
a strong, diverse talent pipeline is in place
across all levels and track and measure on
progress” to “make inclusion an important
part of decision-making in recruiting and
internal development programs.”
Still, companies that decide to permanently
adopt hybrid structures may face a new set
of DEI-related challenges. Will opportunities
for visibility and advancement be made
available for those who may find it more
efficient and easier to work from home?
Will organizations reward and invest
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Figure 1. How many of your direct reports will be CFO-ready within three years?*
Breakdown by group of number/percent of direct reports considered CFO-ready***

Men

Total: 1.66

Women

Transgender or Nonbinary

Total: 1.23

Total: 0.09

Non-minority
Total: 2.09

1.20
(24%)

0.80
(30%)

0.09
(100%)

Minority**

0.46
(31%)

0.43
(29%)

0.00
(0%)

Total: 0.89

Total: 2.98

* Stark outliers to the high side have not been included in these charts.
** For survey purposes, “minority” includes Black or African American, Asian, Hispanic/Latinx, American
Indian and Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, and two or more races.
*** Percentages are calculated only for responses that included both the total number of direct reports and
the number of CFO-ready reports.
Source: CFO Signals: Q2 2021, CFO Program, Deloitte LLP

in individuals who opt to work flexible
hours because they have caregiving
responsibilities? How will managers be
held accountable to continually attend to
inclusion dynamics, such as counteracting
unconscious biases when making decisions
about which employees have the option to
work remotely or come into the office?
In the meantime, some finance leaders
may still have work to do within their own
functions. Respondents to the CFO Signals
survey for Q2 2021 revealed that among
their direct reports who will be CFO-ready
within three years, an average of 0.89
are minority, while an average of 2.09 are
non-minority direct reports (see Figure 1).
Both averages reflect an increase from
the Q1 2019 CFO Signals report, when an
average of 0.20 minority direct reports
and 1.26 non-minority direct reports were
considered CFO-ready in three years.4
As for the number of women who would
be CFO-ready in three years, there is an
increase from an average of 0.40 in 2019
to an average of 1.23 in the second quarter
of 2021. That compares to an average of

1.66 for men in the 2021 survey, which is up
from 1.06 in the first quarter of 2019.
To accelerate preparedness among
up-and-coming leaders, the finance
function may want to consider making
an organizational investment in offering
mentoring opportunities, whether pairing
more experienced employees with newer
counterparts or using a peer-to-peer format.
DEI’s reach
Of course, successful DEI initiatives
encompass more than the demographics
of the workforce, as some CFOs are clearly
aware. In the 2021 survey, one finance
executive committed to “speaking up and
championing DEI causes and embedding
[DEI] within our corporate strategy,” while
another planned on “driving discussions
throughout the organization—creating a
full strategy.”
A commitment to advance DEI challenges
organizations to rethink their actions and
behaviors, affecting external decisions
about relationships and alliances in the
marketplace and society.5 And to build an
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equitable future, leaders should activate
the full breadth of their control across
all parts of their organizations: from
relationships to products, services to
spend, governance to external interactions.
Such a company-wide effort may require
CFOs and other business leaders to apply
focused energy.
Consider that in the Q2 2021 CFO Signals
survey, 61% of CFOs indicated that their
DEI practices are embedded in their talent
brand. Yet only 30% said DEI practices are
a substantial component of their customer
brand/strategy (see Figure 2).6 This highlights
a clear opportunity for CFOs to help
promote DEI.
Ultimately, DEI should be embedded in
the organizational culture, creating an
appropriate context for setting priorities
and making choices. Organizations can
spur equity both within and outside of
the business by exerting their leadership
across their primary spheres of influence:
workforce, marketplace, and society.
Each sphere, in turn, includes multiple
activators of equity—key areas of activity
and everyday choices, such as talent
advancement, products and services, and
standards and policies—through which
organizations can take specific actions.

Within the enterprise, such actions may
include the following:
• Crafting company goals: It’s crucial
to have short- (monthly), medium(quarterly), and longer-term goals for
improving representation across the
organization. Such reviews can help
motivate management, including within
the finance function, to ensure relevant
and on-going activities are in place.
Consider the OneTen coalition, which
is composed of companies that have
committed to creating one million new
careers for Black Americans by 2030.7
Member companies, including Deloitte,
have pledged to take bold action to
implement equity in hiring, retention,
and advancement. And to measure
progress, they will be looking at specific
areas, such as reducing promotion gaps,
improving pay equity, and boosting the
diversity of those who advance to the
job-interview stage.
• Implementing incentives: Holding
individuals accountable for DEI-related
activities is often part of working toward
any strategically important business goal,
from growth targets to market-entry
aspirations. Despite DEI’s complexity,

DEI isn’t a skill that can just be
taught over a few educational
sessions. It represents a new
perspective, and one that some
employees, including CFOs, may
need time to absorb.
the use of different levers within the
rewards structure will likely ensure that
the effort maintains momentum. For
example, finance leaders may want to
tie DEI goals to executive compensation,
either through bonuses or long-term
incentives. Among surveyed CFOs in the
Q2 2021 report, 50% noted that DEI goals
are linked to performance evaluations.
Several wrote about the need to
“incorporate metrics into talent reviews”
and “hold the team accountable.”
• Signaling seriousness: CFOs can
also reinforce the importance of DEI
initiatives by joining an executive-level
DEI committee and vocally and practically
supporting the chief diversity officer. This
can be a signal to the organization that
DEI is not simply another issue for HR to
handle. Establishing such oversight can
also inform customers and suppliers—as

Figure 2. How would you characterize your company’s approach to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)?
Percent of CFOs selecting each level of disagreement/agreement for each statement.

We have a formal strategy for DEI

1% 7%

We have or plan to have a defined budget for DEI in the next year

4%

Our DEI practices are a substantial component of our company’s talent
brand/strategy

3%

Our DEI vision/strategy is known throughout our company
Our company holds leadership accountable for achieving DEI goals* in
our performance evaluations
We report out on DEI representation metrics to investors and
other stakeholders
Our DEI practices are a substantial component of our company’s
customer brand/strategy

20%
16%

10%

2% 10%
4%
6%
3%

16%
20%

Source: CFO Signals: Q2 2021, CFO Program, Deloitte LLP
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39%

20%

36%

24%

26%

43%

30%

38%
30%

18%
20%

30%

26%

20%
Strongly disagree

* Goals are not quotas.

33%

28%
47%

Disagree

20%

Neutral

20%
21%

Agree

9%

Strongly agree
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auditing processes
(e.g., benchmarks against other
suppliers), and tools and templates
(e.g., planning, quality, analytics
dashboards). Growing suppliers would
likely welcome networking opportunities
with business unit leadership.

well as employees—that top management
is determined to enable transformative
change. In the Q2 2021 CFO Signals survey,
in fact, some CFOs noted that their
companies had “created a DEI committee”
or “implemented a D&I council” or “set up
a senior DEI leader directly reporting to
office of CEO.”
Unique position of CFOs
The fact that 60% of CFO Signals
respondents in the 2021 survey reported
that their companies have a defined
budget for DEI is an indication that CFOs
are already part of the effort. But given
the distinct role they occupy—enabling
them to exert a strong influence internally
and externally—they are well-positioned
to offer support on many levels. Surveyed
CFOs wrote of plans “to invest in DEI
investment managers” and to “include a
minority bank in [their] revolver.”
To consider how DEI goals and
considerations could impact real-world
financial decisions, CFOs might ask the
following questions:
1. Is DEI part of our criteria for choosing
partners? Given their oversight of
treasury and tax, CFOs have great
insight into the broader ecosystem.
In addition to helping advance DEI
throughout the enterprise, CFOs
may find it advantageous to choose
financial partners who also value DEI.
Companies that nurture a diversity of
opinions and approaches may also be
4

more valuable as business partners,
providing input that helps the business
sharpen its competitive advantage.
High-growth brands (defined as those
with annual revenue growth of 10% or
more), for example, are more frequently
establishing key performance metrics
for DEI objectives than their lowergrowth competitors.8
2. Are we doing all we can to promote
diversity within our supplier base?
The effort starts with knowing the
makeup of suppliers, as well as their
practices (see “Targeting procurement:
Why CFOs should take direct aim at
indirect spend,” CFO Insights, September
2021). How is our spend divided among
different types of suppliers—and
are there systems in place to track
any changes? Does the procurement
function drive purchasing decisions with
DEI in mind? Beyond choosing suppliers,
companies can advise those that need
to elevate certain capabilities—to
meet customers’ rigid cybersecurity
requirements, for example—to
serve bigger and more sophisticated
companies. To aid already established
suppliers in becoming even more
competitive, finance teams may need
to provide additional infrastructure,
industry, and functional expertise,
as well as training and capability
development. Such suppliers could also
benefit from shadowing programs, self-

3. Are we providing fully detailed
diversity data? As of August 2021, the
Securities and Exchange Commission
approved NASDAQ rules requiring
companies to reach specific race and
gender targets for boards.9 Given their
experience, CFOs can lead the way
as to what needs to be included in
financial disclosures to key stakeholders
and meeting DEI-related standards
as set by regulators. For example,
is it sufficient to provide aggregate
information, or do companies need to
share director-specific information?
And what about disclosures regarding
human capital management, such as
turnover? In addition to regulators,
investors are increasingly focused
on companies having such goals.
Companies that collect and share such
data may find it useful in setting goals or
increasing accountability.
A multiplicity of benefits
Within the finance function, CFOs should
make sure their managers work to
assemble diverse teams—for the same
reason the company may want to do so.
More diversity and improved inclusivity will
likely enable finance to approach problemsolving from a broader perspective, leading
to such tangible outcomes as products with
widened appeal.
Tangible progress, however, takes time. As
of 2020, an analysis of public filings found
200 companies with greater than 40%
diversity (defined as women and minorities)
on their boards, quadruple the number
that had reached that point in 2010.10
DEI isn’t a skill that can just be taught over
a few educational sessions. It represents
a new perspective, and one that some
employees, including CFOs, may need
time to absorb. Making a commitment to
DEI, after all, is only the first step toward
transforming the everyday actions and
decisions that can make it a reality.
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