
Fortune 500 C-Suite 
Snapshot: Profiles 
in Functional 
Leadership

In an increasingly complex and challenging environment, more is being asked of CEOs, and 
they need a robust team around them to enhance their leadership, support their success and 
address gaps in their skills or knowledge. The collective intelligence provided by a strong 
team can help CEOs anticipate and respond to risks and opportunities, enabling them to sort 
through vast amounts of information to create — and deliver on — their strategies. 

How are the leadership teams of Fortune 500 companies evolving in response to the changing 
demands? To begin to answer this question, we mapped leader profiles for 11 roles commonly 
included in the C-suite to develop a snapshot of executives in these positions. We will con-
tinue to track this data annually to gain a better understanding of shifts in leader profiles over 
time. Here are a few observations from this year’s analysis:

 » Together, women and people from historically under-
represented racial and ethnic groups constitute 49% 
of C-suite leaders in our analysis. However, their rep-
resentation varies greatly across roles, ranging from 
19% of chief operating officers to 89% of chief inclu-
sion and diversity officers. Companies that want to 
see real change across roles will need to start early 
to increase the diversity of their leadership pipelines. 

 » On average, 59% of C-suite leaders in our analysis 
are internal appointments to their roles, underscor-
ing the need for effective leadership development 
and succession planning. Again, we see wide vari-
ance across roles. Chief operating officers (80%) are 
the most likely to be promoted from within, followed 
by CEOs (77%). Chief information officers, chief 
legal officers and chief communications officers are 

most likely to be external hires, with more than half 
of Fortune 500 leaders in those roles coming from 
outside the organization. 

 » Despite the well-documented backlash against ESG, 
we saw year-over-year increases in the number of 
companies with chief sustainability officers and chief 
inclusion and diversity officers, suggesting that lead-
ers view DE&I and sustainability as important levers 
for business performance. More than half of the 
Fortune 500 now have a chief sustainability officer 
and/or chief inclusion and diversity officer (57% and 
59%, respectively). This represents a 5% increase 
in the number of Fortune 500 chief sustainability 
officers and a 2% increase in the number of chief 
inclusion and diversity officers over 2022. 
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The Fortune 500 C-suite at a glance
The composition of Fortune 500 C-suite executives has remained largely stable over the 
last year, despite a challenging macroeconomic environment, social and political unrest, 
and lingering effects from the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Fortune 500 C-suite diversity
CEOs, chief operating officers and chief financial officers are less likely to be women or 
people from historically underrepresented ethnic and racial groups than other C-suite 
roles. The shortage of diverse leaders at the top is apparent, yet the majority of leaders in 
“new” Fortune 500 roles such as chief inclusion and diversity officers and chief sustain-
ability officers are from these backgrounds. The top leaders in HR, communications and 
marketing also represent more racial, ethnic and gender diversity. 

—
DIVERSITY 

Role Women

Historically 
underrepresented racial 
and ethnic backgrounds* Total** 

Chief executive officer 10% 12% 21%

Chief operating officer 11% 9% 19%

Chief financial officer 18% 11% 27%

Chief human resources officer 70% 15% 76%

Chief information officer 22% 23% 40%

Chief marketing officer 50% 12% 57%

Chief legal officer 40% 17% 47%

Chief supply chain officer 20% 13% 30%

Chief communications officer 64% 7% 66%

Chief sustainability officer 61% 9% 64%

Chief inclusion and diversity officer 76% 44% 89%

Average 40% 16% 49%

* Per EEO guidelines, defined as people with one or more of the following origins: American Indian or Alaskan 
Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, Black, and Hispanic.

** Total includes women who also self-identify as a member of a historically underrepresented racial or ethnic group.
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Recruiting and retention
Fortune 500 CEOs have an average tenure 52% longer than the C-suite average. Sitting 
CEOs have been in their roles for seven years on average, compared to the 4.6-year com-
bined average. Chief operating officers have the shortest average tenures, likely because 
the role often is meant to be a temporary development position for CEO aspirants. Other 
roles with shorter average tenures — the chief inclusion and diversity officer and chief 
sustainability officer — are newly created in some organizations and therefore haven’t 
had a chance at a longer tenure at this point.

—
TEnuRE AnD TuRnoVER

Role
Average tenure 

(years)
Turnover 

(% in the role for 6 months or less)

Chief executive officer 7 6%

Chief operating officer 3.1 14%

Chief financial officer 4.5 9%

Chief human resources officer 4.5 6%

Chief information officer 4.7 4%

Chief marketing officer 4.2 9%

Chief legal officer 6.1 4%

Chief supply chain officer 5.1 4%

Chief communications officer 5 4%

Chief sustainability officer 3.7 5%

Chief inclusion and diversity officer 2.9 7%

Average 4.6 6%
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Backgrounds
Just over 40% of C-suite leaders in our analysis were hired from the outside for their 
roles, with chief operating officers least likely to be hired from the outside (20%), fol-
lowed closely by CEOs (23%). CIOs are the most likely to be external hires (57%). More 
than one-third of externally hired CIOs (34%) who changed industries came from technol-
ogy, media or communications companies, suggesting that companies were looking to 
add expertise from more technically sophisticated industries. 

—
BACKGRounDS

Role External hires External hires from a different industry

Chief executive officer 23% 29%

Chief operating officer 20% 21%

Chief financial officer 35% 35%

Chief human resources officer 44% 44%

Chief information officer 57% 47%

Chief marketing officer 42% 43%

Chief legal officer 53% 48%

Chief supply chain officer 43% 40%

Chief communications officer 52% 55%

Chief sustainability officer 36% 52%

Chief inclusion and diversity officer 46% 58%

Average 41% 43%

Methodology
Research finds that there is little uniformity in the organizational structure of leadership 
teams across Fortune 500 companies. Our research focuses on the most common func-
tional roles as well as significant up-and-coming C-suite roles, such as chief inclusion and 
diversity officer and chief sustainability officer. Interim executives are not included in the 
mapping. When a company has a co-CXO, both are included. The mapping bundles related 
titles; for example, the head of sustainability at some companies carries the title chief envi-
ronmental officer. The snapshot reflects executives in their roles as of June 30, 2023.

All percentages calculated based on the total number of executives identified on the snap-
shot date:

 » Chief Executive Officer: 500  » Chief Information Officer: 464  » Chief Communications Officer: 410

 » Chief Operating Officer: 231  » Chief Marketing Officer: 357  » Chief Sustainability Officer: 287

 » Chief Financial Officer: 492  » Chief Legal Officer: 487  » Chief Inclusion and Diversity Officer: 294

 » Chief Human Resources Officer: 473  » Chief Supply Chain Officer: 453
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About Spencer Stuart
At Spencer Stuart, we know that leadership has never mattered more. We are 
trusted by organizations around the world to help them make the senior-level 
leadership decisions that have a lasting impact on their enterprises, on their 
stakeholders and the world around them. Through our executive search, board 
and leadership advisory services, we help build and enhance high-performing 
teams for select clients ranging from major multinationals to emerging com-
panies to nonprofit institutions.

Privately held since 1956, we focus on delivering knowledge, insight and 
results through the collaborative efforts of a team of experts — now spanning 
more than 70 offices, over 30 countries and more than 50 practice special-
ties. Boards and leaders consistently turn to Spencer Stuart to help address 
their evolving leadership needs in areas such as senior-level executive search, 
board recruitment, board effectiveness, succession planning, in-depth senior 
management assessment, employee engagement and many other facets of 
culture and organizational effectiveness, particularly in the context of the 
changing stakeholder expectations of business today. For more information 
on Spencer Stuart, please visit www.spencerstuart.com.

© 2023 Spencer Stuart. All rights reserved. 
For information about copying, distributing and displaying this work, contact: permissions@spencerstuart.com.
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