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In the biopharmaceutical industry, only 15% of executives and 12% of CEOs are people of color. 
Only 30% of executives and 16% of CEOs are women (per U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019).

Institutional privileges, biases and preferences that  
favor one class of executives are reflected in outcomes. 
For example, the pharmaceutical industry took on cancer 
and touted its great breakthroughs, and yet the mortality 
rate for black women diagnosed with breast cancer is  
42% higher than the comparable rate for white women 
(per Breast Cancer Prevention Partners, 2020).

Most organizations are eager to engage with and 
communicate on behalf of their employees and the 
communities they serve. Many leaders, however, are 
unclear on where to start and fear getting it wrong.  
This comes in part from the realization that the nature  
of leadership is intertwined with the embedded injustice 
itself; the homogeneity of C-suites is well-recognized. 

LOOK INWARDLY BEFORE 
ACTING OUTWARDLY

Institutional privileges, biases  
and preferences that favor one  
class of executives are reflected  
in outcomes.

Introduction
In a time of deep unrest amid significant social and health inequity, life sciences 
leaders are confronting calls to address systemic racism and inequities in the 
biopharmaceutical industry. Without an intentional focus on diversity, equity 
and inclusion (DE&I), business performance, corporate reputations, employee 
morale and trust in leadership are at stake.
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Disengaged

From the outside, these companies 
appear unresponsive to DE&I issues in 
society and lack diverse representation 

among their leadership.

Awakened

These companies behave reactively  
to social issues, articulating a need  

for change but not a plan.

Leading

These companies usually have  
established and robust DE&I initiatives in 

place, and participate in cross-industry 
engagements on DE&I issues.

Active

These companies are engaged in 
some level of tracking diversity, and in 

measuring the impact of DE&I programs.

Use Maturity Models to 
Understand DE&I Impact
How can companies evaluate where they are in their DE&I journey?  
There is a range of engagement levels within companies and leadership 
teams, fitting into four categories. By charting your own company’s current 
DE&I engagement—or disengagement—levels, companies can realistically 
gauge where they are on their journey and determine the next best steps 
for improving DE&I initiatives. 

DE&I Maturity Models



DEFINE THE 
ORGANIZATION’S GOAL
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Companies can start with a prompt assessment of their stakeholders’ biggest needs versus 
company actions to identify where best to make an impact as an organization. Quick pulse 
surveys, social media analyses and advocacy relationships can all fuel insight into DE&I 
commitments and proposed messaging. Use those outputs to close the gap between where 
the company is and where it wants to be, identifying strategies for immediate and longer-term 
wins based on company ethos and stakeholder needs.

Corporate leadership can also  
benefit from expertise beyond the 
pharmaceutical space—that is, media, 
technology, finance, academia, 
nonprofit and government—to provide 
diverse perspectives and expert advice 
with real-world insights.

Bring in DE&I Experts
As organizations tackle some of society’s most challenging and sensitive 
issues, leadership needs advice from people who are part of these 
communities, have engaged their organizations and worked to align  
their company leadership behind DE&I commitment.

Corporate leadership can also benefit from expertise  
beyond the pharmaceutical space—that is, media, 
technology, finance, academia, nonprofit and  
government—to provide diverse perspectives and  
expert advice with real-world insights. For example,  
Syneos Health has created a DE&I Council, which  
consists of employees who are representative of  
our global, regionally diverse workforce. Our DE&I  
Council is enabled by dedicated DE&I resources and 
management allies and provides strategic structure  
to enable internal progress towards our goals and to 
positively impact our customers and communities.
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Conclusion
The pharmaceutical industry has the opportunity to 
drive overdue social change to improve outcomes and 
public health for the long term. Through these careful 
considerations and strategic planning, leadership can 
begin to see how internal investments in diversity lead 
to improved employee morale, trust and sustainability 
within their companies as well as improved global 
health and industry reputation.



ABOUT THE SYNEOS HEALTH INSIGHTS HUB

The Syneos Health Insights Hub generates future-focused, actionable insights to help biopharmaceutical companies 

better execute and succeed in a constantly evolving environment. Driven by dynamic research, our perspectives are 

informed by our insights-driven product development model and focused on real answers to customer challenges  

to help guide decision making and investment.

ABOUT SYNEOS HEALTH

Syneos Health® (Nasdaq:SYNH) is the only fully integrated biopharmaceutical solutions organization. The Company, 

including a Contract Research Organization (CRO) and Contract Commercial Organization (CCO), is purpose-built to 

accelerate customer performance to address modern market realities. Learn more about how we are shortening 
the distance from lab to life® at syneoshealth.com.
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