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Executive Summary

As they pursue the benefits of diversity, corporate boards are 
transforming - changing the way they operate, expanding their purview, 
and bringing on more first-time and diverse directors than ever. To 
uncover best practices of diverse boards and help boards navigate this 
period of change, Better Boards Initiative interviewed 103 experienced 
directors serving on diverse boards with two or more women and/or 
people of color. This first report of BBl’s Best Practice Research focuses 
on practical onboarding advice for new directors. 

To this end, we asked directors two questions:

•	 What	do	you	wish	you	had	known	when	you	joined	your	first	
board? 

• What advice do you have for new directors?

In answer to the first question, a full 42 percent of interviewees said 
they wished they’d had a better idea of the hidden dimensions of 
board culture. While they expected their onboarding would include 
learning about the business, its operations, and the nuances of 
corporate governance, many were unprepared for how important 
relationships, communication patterns, and unseen hierarchies were  
to their success as directors. “I wish I would have had a decoder ring  
on who is listened to more,” said one director. 

Directors emphasized that all boards are different, with different 
cultures to learn and navigate. Where a board is along its diversity 
journey matters - the advice some would offer a diverse director joining 
a largely white and male board would be different if the new board 
comprised a mix of genders and ethnicities.

In response to the second question, directors offered specific advice 
around how to become a valuable contributor in the boardroom. The 
most common top of mind answers: 

• Learn when and how to contribute in meetings 

• Listen and observe - look for patterns 

• Build personal relationships with other directors

Interviewees also advised new directors to develop a deep 
understanding of the business, get clear on the role of the board,  
make sure not to discount their own experience, enlist a mentor, 
recognize their unique contribution (which may differ on other boards), 
and overprepare.

Joining your first board is an exciting opportunity. The collective wisdom 
of the 103 sitting directors interviewed by Better Boards Initiative offers 
new directors insights into how to best approach their new role.

“It’s like putting. 
You’ve got to hit 

the ball just right. 
Otherwise you’re 

going to miss 
terribly.”



3

Table of Contents
Introduction ................................................................................................... 4

Advice to New Board Members ................................................................ 5

Assess Your Board’s Diversity Level .................................................. 5

Understand the Unseen Dimensions of Board Culture ................ 5

Learn When and How to Contribute in Meetings........................... 8

Listen and Observe – Look for Patterns .........................................12

Build Personal Relationships ............................................................12

Understand the Business ..................................................................14

Get Clear on the Role of the Board .................................................14

Don’t Undervalue Your Experience .................................................16 

Enlist a Buddy or Mentor ...................................................................16

Understand Your Unique Contribution ..........................................17

Overprepare .........................................................................................17

Summary and Closing....................................................................................19

Appendices.......................................................................................................20

About Better Boards Initiative .............................................................. 20

About the Authors ...................................................................................21

Board Director Interviewees ................................................................. 22

Boards Represented ...............................................................................23

Acknowledgements ........................................................................................26



20

Promoting Diversity in the Boardroom
Better Boards Initiative (BBI) is a 501(c)(3) founded by Cate Goethals 
and Joanna Lohkamp out of a conviction that diverse corporate 
boards have the power to make the world a better place, creating 
more equitable workplaces and a fairer society.

Cate and Joanna have extensive board governance, leadership 
development and coaching experience informed by both 
experience and their ground-breaking research. Their mission is 
twofold: to enable aspiring and new board members to become 
value contributors from day one and for boards of all types to 
create the culture and systems that lead to better decisions, more 
satisfied stakeholders, and a better world.

Prompted by the increasing number of statistical studies showing 
better business results by public companies with women on 
their boards, Cate conducted the first Better Boards study in 
2014 to explore the relationship between board effectiveness 
and the contribution of female directors. This study touched off 
multiple initiatives, including the first dedicated women board 
director development program in the country at the University of 
Washington’s Foster School of Business. This program has now 
become a successful model for leadership development and 
placement of women directors, resulting in the graduation of over 
350 women, with dozens now serving on boards.

BBI is building on that success, focusing on the best practices of 
diverse boards from around the country. Cate Goethals points 
out that “women and people of color bring the fresh perspectives 
and broader range of experience companies need to lead in more 
equitable and sustainable ways.” The question is no longer “why.” 
The question we need to ask is “how” and to share actionable ways 
for corporate boards to bring on diverse directors and achieve 
a more gender and racially diverse and inclusive culture. This is 
especially important as corporate boards have the power to drive 
more equitable workplaces and contribute to thriving communities.

About Better Boards Initiative

“Women and 
people of color 
bring the fresh 

perspectives  
and broader 

range of 
experience 
companies  

need to 
lead in more 

equitable and  
sustainable ways.”
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