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Wi th  widespread 
protests over per-
s i s t en t  r a c i sm, 

many boards of directors 
are looking for their com-
panies to do more to sup-
port racial equity. Here are 
considerations for different 
approaches that boards and 
management teams might 
pursue.

Deciding among  
ESG goals
Racial justice is now a 
top-of-mind concern for 
all citizens in this country 
and many activists are call-
ing on corporations to do 
more. Yet corporations are 
also expected to address a 
range of other Environ-
mental, Social and Gover-
nance (ESG) issues, includ-
ing climate change and 
poverty. Since businesses 
have finite resources, how 
should boards of directors 
proceed, and how might 
racial justice initiatives fit?

In assessing the ESG is-
sues on which to focus, 
boards have three consider-
ations. First, can the com-
pany make a material con-
tribution toward addressing 

the problem beyond its 
own walls? This is large-
ly a function of wheth-
er the solution fits within 
the company’s mission or 
purpose, and whether the 
company has the compe-
tencies to meaningfully ad-
dress it. Second, how many 
of the company’s stake-
holders would be helped 
or influenced by its efforts? 
Third, what direct and in-
direct benefits would the 
company realize by under-
taking the effort, such as in 
recruiting and marketing? 
Would investments in this 
area mitigate future risks to 
the business?

An electr ic utility, for 
example, might well de-
cide to focus on climate 
change by moving aggres-
sively to renewable energy. 
A bank, by contrast, might 
prefer to provide financing 
for affordable housing in 

minority communities. A 
company can certainly pur-
sue multiple ESG goals, but 
the fewer and more focused 
the goals, the more likely 
that any of them will gain 
traction with management. 

Options for pursuing 
racial equity
Companies deciding to 
work intently on racial 
justice can pursue sever-
al approaches. Boards and 
management teams can 
decide on the approach 
(or approaches) according 
to the urgency of the mo-
ment, the level of time and 
money they are looking to 

commit, and the alignment 
with the company’s mission 
and competencies.

These efforts are distinct 
from diversity and inclu-
sion (D&I) initiatives with-
in the company. Almost all 
large U.S. companies have 

D&I programs, and 43 of 
the Fortune 200 incorpo-
rate these into executive 
incentives. Semler Brossy 
has written extensively on 
these efforts. (See previous 
Semler reports, “Executive 
Pay As a Tool to Advance 
Diversity Efforts” or “Rais-
ing the Board Refreshment 
Bar: Bringing Diversity Into 
Committee Leadership.”)

The first approach we 
have seen companies pur-
sue is to publicly advo-
cate against racism. This 
can take many forms, such 
as lobbying for new pub-
lic policies, advertising in 
popular media and mak-

ing speeches on prominent 
platforms. Companies can 
go at this alone or in con-
cert with other firms.

A second approach in-
volves donating to non-
profit organizations work-
ing for racial equity. Often 

How Boards Can Respond  
to Calls for Racial Equity

In promoting racial equity, companies, alone or with other 
companies, can adopt anti-poverty initiatives toward  

neighborhoods with a high proportion of minority residents.
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this work tackles the root 
causes of racism, such as 
entrenched poverty due to 
unequal access to civic re-
sources or economic op-
portunities. Minority-dom-
inated neighborhoods , 
for example, often lack 
high-functioning schools, 
full-selection supermarkets 
and affordable health care. 
In addition to wr iting a 
check, we have seen some 
companies increase their 
effectiveness by forming re-
lationships with specialized 
nonprofits — and learning 
from them along the way. 
This work has the potential 
to open up new opportuni-
ties for the business as well 
as enhance its brand.

Lowe’s, the home im-
provement giant, has do-
nated $55 mil l ion to a 
small-business grant pro-
gram administered by the 
Local Initiatives Support 
Corporation. Concerned 
about racial equity in re-
cent months, it targeted 
$30 million for small busi-
nesses owned or led by 
minorities, who often lack 
access to affordable capital.

Direct action in society
A third approach is more 
ambitious and likely the 
most impactful: direct ac-
tion to address these root 
causes. For example, 27 
U.S. banking, tech, media, 

hea l th  and  consu l t ing 
firms recently announced 
a collective goal to hire 
100,000 New Yorkers from 
low-income and diverse 
communities by 2030. The 
pledge includes providing 
entry-level positions, ap-
prenticeships and on-the-
job learning at major U.S. 
companies for 25,000 stu-
dents from City University 
of New York (CUNY).

Other compelling exam-
ples are companies that rely 
on their missions and com-
petencies to help achieve 
the goal of racial equity. 
A company can have its 
greatest impact by mobiliz-
ing its main capabilities to 
help solve a problem.

This approach draws on 
the “shared values” approach 
to corporate social respon-
sibility. Instead of writing 
checks to combat inequal-
ity, for example, Microsoft 
has donated equipment and 
sent employees to help de-
velop IT curricula and fac-
ulty at community colleges. 
The goal has been to help 
students at under-resourced 
schools learn computer 
science. A better-trained 
workforce will benefit Mi-
crosoft (and its rivals) in the 
long run, while addressing 
inequities in opportunity. 
By serving society in ways 
that match its business mis-
sion, Microsoft not only 

boosts its long-term pros-
pects, but also carr ies out 
those specific initiatives 
better than another com-
pany — in a different in-
dustry — could have.

The same logic applies to 
fighting racism. Companies 
can have the most impact 
by focusing on challenges 
related to their long-term 
mission or purpose and 
their near-term strategy. 
Directors can work with 
management to develop 
initiatives and then track 
and communicate the suc-
cess of those initiatives. 

 In promoting racial eq-
uity, companies, alone or 
with other businesses, can 
adopt anti-poverty initia-
tives neighborhoods with 
a high proportion of mi-
nority residents. A super-
market, for example, might 
invest in healthier offerings 
in “food deserts.” Follow-
ing the Microsoft example, 
tech companies can work 
with schools, donating or 
offer ing low-cost tablets 
and notebooks loaded with 
learning apps. With racism 
now seen as a public health 
crisis, pharmaceutical com-
panies can concentrate on 
providing affordable pre-
scription drugs to low-in-
come minor ity families. 
Hospitals and clinics can 
make health care more ac-
cessible in a variety of ways. 

Homebu i lde r s  and/or 
banks can work with non-
profits and governments to 
boost affordable housing. 
All of these should tie into 
a larger corporate goal or 
mission around future mar-
kets or talent bases.

For example, Apple is 
creating an entrepreneur-
ship camp specifically for 
Black software developers 
and is increasing its num-
ber of Black-owned sup-
pliers. Fitbit is support-
ing research projects to 
address health conditions 
that dispropor tionately 
affect Black people and 
has pledged to offer more 
workouts from Black fit-
ness influencers on its app. 

Every company is differ-
ent, so company responses 
will differ as well. More 
important than the specific 
approach or issue chosen 
are the questions boards 
and management teams 
ask in these deliberations. 
Beyond simply responding 
to the pressing concerns 
of society in the moment, 
companies can increase 
their impact by matching 
the external needs with 
their company’s capacity. ■
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