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 Executive Summary 

 

Given critiques by Black Lives Matter and other social movements, corporate America has been 

scrambling to develop policy statements and strategic plans to buttress their reputations as good 

corporate citizens. As part of this newfound enthusiasm of employers around inclusion and 

diversity, we have seen the emergence of a number of “Best Companies for Diversity” listings 

that purport to identify the firms most committed to diversity. One of the most recognized is the 

Forbes list of “America’s Best Employers for Diversity.” The paper examines how the research 

was conducted to generate its rating and the validity of the findings. 

 

 Companies chose the individuals to participate in the Forbes survey, raising serious red 

flags about the representatives of those responding. Nothing stops a firm from surveying 

only office positions and not manufacturing jobs, choosing from the most diverse 

division or where diversity training has been implemented.  

 

 The second major flaw is that the questions on the survey are primarily about employee 

attitudes. This research does not actually measure the employer’s diversity or efforts to 

increase its diversity. These are the actual measures of corporate dedication to diversity, 

and they are not part of this rating system. 

 

 We compared the findings from the Forbes list to another list developed by Fortune 

magazine. Only five companies are in the top 50 of both lists. That there is so little 

overlap suggests these are far from objective measures of diversity and inclusion, and 

these ratings are designed primarily as public relations efforts.  

 

 Forbes indicates that they disqualify employers from the listing if there have been 

“ongoing allegations or unresolved lawsuits” around diversity and inclusion. We spent 

ten hours investigating the top 50 firms on the Forbes list to test this and identified that in 

17 of the top 50 employers there were significant events that should have disqualified 

employers from the list. 

 

 If corporations are fully committed to diversity and inclusion, they should not settle for 

public relations efforts disguised as research such as the Forbes “America’s Best 

Employers for Diversity.” Instead, they should work with fully independent organizations 

to develop objective measures and administer surveys that look at the hard work of 

making more diverse and inclusive workplaces. 
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Black Lives Matter, labor organizations, and many social justice movements have 

increasingly called into question American corporations’ commitment to diversity and inclusion. 

Firms have been racing to develop policy statements and strategic plans to buttress their 

reputations as good corporate citizens. Some companies indeed are turning their policies into 

action – fundamentally changing their practices around diversity. And there are also those for 

whom these policies are little more than diversity-washing. How do we distinguish between the 

two? 

As part of this newfound enthusiasm of employers around inclusion and diversity, we 

have seen the emergence of a number of “Best Companies for Diversity” listings in the business 

press that purport to identify the firms most committed to diversity. Inclusion on one of these 

lists takes center stage on company websites and social media. Companies display their scores as 

badges of honor and markers of their commitment to diversity. These ratings have quickly 

become significant components of corporate public relations around diversity and inclusion. 

 One of the most recognized is the Forbes list of “America’s Best Employers for 

Diversity,” now in its fourth iteration.1 The research sounds impressive. Forbes works with 

Statista2– a well-known research firm – to survey “50,000 Americans working for businesses 

with at least 1,000 employees and pinpoint the companies they identified as being most 

dedicated to diversity, equity and inclusion.”3 They continue, “the final list ranks the 500 

employers that not only received the most recommendations but also boast the most diverse 

boards and executive ranks, as well as the most proactive diversity and inclusion initiatives.” 

When one takes a closer look at the research methods, two significant flaws in this study 

are immediately apparent. The first is how the individuals are selected for participation in the 

study. The goal in all survey research is that the people filling out a survey look just like the 
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overall group being studied. This ensures reliable and valid findings. As sociologist Floyd J 

Fowler argues in his Survey Research Methods, “One fundamental premise of the survey process 

is that by describing the sample of people who actually respond, one can describe the target 

population.”4 

From a survey research perspective, it would be best if Statista drew a random or 

stratified sample of employees to respond to it survey to ensure representativeness and avoid 

bias. However, companies chose the individuals to participate for this survey, raising serious red 

flags. A responsible employer would take this opportunity to select a representative sample of 

employees to participate in this study to assess how they are doing on diversity issues.   

However, the design of the study does not prevent diversity-washing. Nothing stops a 

firm from surveying only office positions and not manufacturing jobs, choosing from the most 

diverse division or where diversity training has been implemented. Given that inclusion on these 

lists is so coveted, what stops a company from cherry-picking who is selected to participate? 

That employers choose who participates in the study raises serious concerns about its validity. 

The second major flaw is that the questions are primarily about employee attitudes. In 

describing the survey, Forbes suggests the purpose of the study is to “pinpoint the companies 

they identified as being most dedicated to diversity, equity and inclusion.” What exactly is 

“dedication to diversity?”  It is important to note here that this research does not actually 

measure the employer’s diversity or efforts to increase its diversity. These are the actual 

measures of corporate dedication to diversity, and they are not part of this rating system. It also 

does not focus on employer behaviors in the workplace.   

Instead, it focuses on employee attitudes – which, as the survey research literature 

suggests, are often not predictive of behavior.5Additionally, Robinson and Leonard write, 
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“Respondents’ own perceptions or their sense of others’ perceptions of them may get in the way 

of accurate reporting.”  They continue, “One type of bias, called social desirability bias, can 

make respondents reluctant to tell the truth about any behaviors or attitudes that could be 

perceived by others as negative or unflattering, or they may be more likely to overestimate 

responses about positive behaviors and underestimate responses about negative ones.6 

The ratings do consider information about executive and board composition, which are 

behavioral assessments. However, they make up only a small part of the rating system, which is 

primarily based on worker attitudes about company policies. This does not constitute an 

objective measure of actual corporate diversity and inclusion. 

This becomes clear when comparing the list with one developed by Fortune magazine.7 If 

both of these lists objectively measured diversity and inclusion, we would expect a significant 

overlap in their ratings. However, only five companies are in the top 50 of both lists (see Table 1, 

below). That there is so little overlap suggests these are far from objective measures of diversity 

and inclusion, and these ratings are designed primarily as public relations efforts.  

 Additionally, Forbes indicates that they disqualify employers from the listing if there 

have been “ongoing allegations or unresolved lawsuits” around diversity and inclusion. How that 

gets evaluated is unclear. We spent ten hours investigating the top 50 firms on the Forbes list to 

test this. The idea here was not to put each firm under a microscope but to see what some basic 

due diligence would tell us about the actual behavior of these firms. 

We have identified that in 17 of the top 50 employers, there were significant events that 

should have disqualified employers from the list.8 For example, Fidelity Management, number 

five on the list in 2020, faced lawsuits for a discriminatory and hostile workplace where “women 

were disparaged and racially insensitive comments were made.”9 They were also named one of 
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the “fascist four” of large companies that bankroll white supremacist organizations.10  Number 

18 on the list, Erie Insurance has been accused of redlining predominantly Black neighborhoods 

in Baltimore.11 There are many more examples. While we have not conducted a thorough 

investigation of these firms, it is clear that it is crucial to investigate corporate behavior and not 

just employee attitudes to understand their commitment to diversity and inclusion fully. 

Throughout the Forbes 2021 Best Employers for Diversity list is a rogue’s gallery of 

companies with active discrimination lawsuits against them and well-publicized allegations of 

discriminatory behavior. Media giant Gannett, Number 435 on the Forbes list was the defendant 

in two lawsuits - one for ageism and the second for pregnancy discrimination - at the time of the 

2021 list. One study found serious pay equity issues between women and people of color and 

their white male counterparts.12 13 14 15 

Tesla, Number 142, has just been handed a $137 million judgement for racial 

discrimination, with multiple sexual harassment suits still pending against the company.1617 

Santander, ranked Number 338 on the Forbes list, received an “F” grade from a 2021 Committee 

for Better Banks study on diversity in financial institutions in part for failing to even disclose its 

workforce demographics.18 And JP Morgan Chase, Number 286 on the Forbes list, paid out $9.8 

million to the Department of Labor in 2020 to settle allegations of gender pay disparities.19 That 

such recent and serious allegations of discrimination have been leveled against companies ranked 

among Forbes’ Best Employers for Diversity calls into question the actual level of scrutiny used 

to vet firms selected for the list, especially given the ease with which these violations were 

found. 

In conclusion, a detailed examination of the research method employed in generating 

“America’s Best Employers for Diversity” raises a number of serious concerns about the validity 
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of their finding and their rating system. That employers select which individuals to participate in 

the research presents the opportunity to cherry-pick participants and skew the result in their 

favor. We also noted that the survey does not actually rate the diversity and inclusiveness of the 

firm but instead queries participant attitudes. And our quick look at the top firms on the list 

suggests that their actions around diversity and conclusion may be less stellar than the attitudinal 

data suggest.  

If corporations are fully committed to diversity and inclusion, they should not settle for 

public relations efforts disguised as research such as the Forbes “America’s Best Employers for 

Diversity.” Instead, they should work with fully independent organizations to develop objective 

measures and administer surveys that look at the hard work of making more diverse and 

inclusive workplaces. 
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Table 1: Shared Selection of 2021 Top 50 Employers for Diversity across Forbes, 

Fortune, and Diversity Inc. 

 Forbes Fortune Diversity Inc. 

Progressive Insurance Yes--#20 Yes--#3 No 

Adobe Yes--#14 Yes--#8 No 

Marriott Yes--#37 Yes--#10 No 

American Express Yes--#24 Yes--#22 No 

Deloitte Yes--#28 Yes--#37 No 

Randstad Yes--#31 No Yes--#30 

Capital One No Yes--#28 Yes--#46 

AbbVie No Yes--#18 Yes--#15 

Comcast NBC Universal No Yes--#30 Yes--#6 

Accenture No Yes--#4 Yes--#2 

Hilton No Yes--#15 Yes--#1 

Mastercard No Yes--#39 Yes--#5 
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Table 2: Fortune Top 50 Workplaces for Diversity with Missing/Unreported Variables 

Variables % Minorities % Women % Boomer or Older % Handicapped % LGBTQ 

Progressive Missing Missing    

Accenture   Missing  Missing 

American Express Missing Missing    

Salesforce   Missing   

Perkins Coie  Missing    

Bank of America  Missing Missing   

Comcast NBCUniversal Missing     

Dropbox  Missing    

Bain and Company Missing Missing Missing Missing Missing 
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Appendix 1: Forbes Top 50 Best Employers for Diversity with Recent Reported Incidents of 

Discrimination: 

#1 JLL: Settled a lawsuit in February 2021which accused JLL of a "toxic boys' club" culture that 

discriminated against women employees.20 

#3 Quicken Loans: Named by the New York Times as one of the multiple services which 

perpetuate redlining in predominantly Black communities.21 

#4 University of Alabama, Birmingham: Has a pending case for employment discrimination filed 

in September 2021 by an Iranian-born employee who alleges a gun was brandished at her in the 

workplace, among other threats.22 

#5 Fidelity Investments: Named by ACRE as one of the “Fascist Four” of companies known to 

bankroll white supremacist organizations.23 Settled a gender and racial discrimination suit in 

March 2021, which alleged a "locker room" culture among male employees.24 

#13 PayPal: Sued in 2019 for gender discrimination, having passed up a female employee for an 

international position for having children, then giving the position to a man with children.25 

#14 Adobe: Named in a 2019 Blind report where 41% of employees surveyed stated they had 

“witnessed or experienced” sexism at the company.26 

#18 Erie Insurance: Accused in 2021 of redlining predominantly Black neighborhoods in 

Baltimore.27 

#19 Procter & Gamble: Named in a 2020 report by As You Sow for “opaque” presentation of 

employees’ demographic makeup.28 
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#25 University of Central Florida: Moved to fire a professor in 2021 for multiple instances of 

discrimination and failing to report when a student disclosed their sexual assault to him.29 

#27 Netflix: Well-publicized in 2021 for funding a Dave Chappelle comedy special with 

transphobic content, then fired or suspended multiple employees who raised concerns.30 

#28 Deloitte: Fired 20 executives at its U.K. branch in 2020 after reports of “sexual harassment 

and bullying”.31 

#31 Randstad: Sued by a black employee in 2019 for employment discrimination, including 

“bogus” write-ups.32 

#34 University of Georgia: Suspended a chapter of Lambda Chi Alpha in 2020 for racially 

insensitive social media posts by its members.33 

#37 Marriott International: Sued by a Black patron in 2020 for making her sign a “no parties” 

waiver, having not asked the same of white customers at the same hotel.34 

#39 Qualcomm: Sued in 2020 for failing to promote and retain Black employees despite public-

facing board statements “demanding” diversity in employment.35 

#40 LinkedIn: Company CEO issued apology after numerous employees made discriminatory 

remarks during a “town hall” meeting following the murder of George Floyd.36 

#43 Warner Bros. Entertainment: Accused of racial insensitivity on the set of Justice League in 

2021.37 Sued by a female employee in 2020 for employment discrimination and harassment.38 

 #44 Johnson & Johnson: Sued in 2021 for targeting Black women with advertisements that 

promoted talcum powder as a feminine hygiene product, a usage which can cause ovarian 

cancer.39 Sued was then brought to mediation in 2020 by a female lesbian employee for 
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employment discrimination, including “persistent verbal abuse” and retaliation for her 

complaints.40 Named in a New York Times report on companies accused of promoting skin-

lightening products and, by extension, colorism.

41 

 

1 https://www.forbes.com/best-employers-diversity/#3265a0839b9e 
2  https://www.statista.com/ 
3  https://www.statista.com/ 
4 Floyd J. Fowler Jr., Survey Research Methods (Fifth Edition). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2014. 
5 See the classic study, Richard T. LaPierre, "Attitudes vs. Action,"  https://academic.oup.com/sf/article-
abstract/13/2/230/1989679?redirectedFrom=fulltext 
6 Sheila B. Robinson and Kimberly Firth Leonard, Designing Quality Survey Questions. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
2019:6. 
7 https://fortune.com/best-workplaces-for-diversity/ 
8 See Appendix 1 
9 https://money.yahoo.com/fidelity-investments-sued-discriminatory-hostile-231109457.html 
10 https://acrecampaigns.org/media/press-statements/racial-justice-groups-name-fascist-four-corporations-that-
enabled-capitol-attack-amazon-google-blackstone-and-fidelity/   
11 https://www.baltimoresun.com/business/bs-bz-insurance-brokers-allege-discrimination-by-erie-insurance-
20210114-kkxcwt4oyzckzeoy6r2no4krs4-story.html   
12 https://newjerseyglobe.com/media/ex-gannett-employee-sues-for-age-discrimination/ 
13 https://www.cnn.com/2019/11/21/media/usa-today-discrimination-lawsuit/index.html 
14 https://newsguild.org/newsguild-study-shows-gannett-newsrooms-underpay-women-and-journalists-of-color-
as-much-as-27000/ 
15 We note that the pregnancy discrimination suit was dismissed by the court after the Forbes list was published. 
16 https://www.npr.org/2021/10/05/1043336212/tesla-racial-discrimination-lawsuit 
17 https://www.theverge.com/2021/12/14/22835181/tesla-lawsuit-sexual-harassment-six-women 
18 https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/18/investing/bank-diversity-racial-bias-study/index.html 
19 https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/ofccp/ofccp20201112 
20 https://therealdeal.com/2020/08/12/former-jll-employee-sues-alleging-toxic-boys-club/ 
21 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/18/business/digital-mortgages.html 
22 https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/iranian-born-scientist-says-university-alabama-birmingham-
colleague-tormented-her-n1280742 
23 https://acrecampaigns.org/media/press-statements/racial-justice-groups-name-fascist-four-corporations-that-
enabled-capitol-attack-amazon-google-blackstone-and-fidelity/ 
24 https://money.yahoo.com/fidelity-investments-sued-discriminatory-hostile-231109457.html 
25 https://gizmodo.com/ex-paypal-employee-fights-to-have-her-gender-discrimina-1834304182 
26 https://www.techrepublic.com/article/37-of-tech-employees-say-they-have-witnessed-or-experienced-sexism-
at-work/ 
27 https://www.baltimoresun.com/business/bs-bz-insurance-brokers-allege-discrimination-by-erie-insurance-
20210114-kkxcwt4oyzckzeoy6r2no4krs4-story.html 
28  
29 https://knightnews.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/OIE-Investigative-Report-Case-2019-01255-FINAL.pdf 
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30 https://www.usatoday.com/story/entertainment/tv/2021/10/29/netflix-employees-file-labor-charges-after-
dave-chappelle-controversy/6201027001/ 
31 https://www.ft.com/content/42628e74-fb95-11e8-ac00-57a2a826423e 
32 https://www.inquirer.com/business/vanguard-randstad-technologies-race-discrimination-blacks-it-
20190906.html 
33 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/22/us/fraternity-university-of-georgia-suspended-racist.html 
34 https://thehill.com/blogs/blog-briefing-room/news/476483-black-woman-sues-marriott-for-racial-
discrimination-over-no 
35 https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/business/story/2020-07-21/qualcomms-corporate-board-sued-for-
lack-of-diversity-failure-to-appoint-black-director 
36 https://www.npr.org/sections/live-updates-protests-for-racial-justice/2020/06/05/870855035/linkedin-ceo-
condemns-employees-appalling-comments-on-race 
37 https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/movies/movie-news/ray-fisher-opens-up-about-justice-league-joss-
whedon-and-warners-i-dont-believe-some-of-these-people-are-fit-for-leadership-4161658/ 
38 https://deadline.com/2020/10/warner-bros-sued-harassment-gender-discrimination-fired-marketing-executive-
1234590712/ 
39 https://www.npr.org/2021/07/29/1022355144/johnson-johnson-targeted-black-women-powder-products-
cancer-lawsuit 
40 https://www.hrdive.com/news/former-johnson-johnson-exec-sues-for-discrimination-harassment/592783/ 
41 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/25/business/unilever-jj-skin-care-lightening.html 


