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Striving toward a more diverse workforce is not new. It has been incrementally
happening for the last few decades; recent years and events have brought a
renewed focus, sense of urgency, and understanding.

The Challenges of Finding Diverse Leaders for Food and Agriculture
Disparities that may otherwise have been
overlooked are now in the spotlight, and that
includes the lack of diversity in leadership
throughout the industries of food and agriculture.
Consider that a small fraction of food companies
made it on Diversity Inc’s Top 50 Companies for
Diversity in 2021 – it is easy to understand that
we need to set our sights higher. Kincannon &

Reed has seen meaningful progress working with
clients over the last decade – we have experienced
a 14% growth* in the placement of diverse
candidates and have identified key hurdles as well
as observations for the successful recruitment,
hiring, and retention of diverse leaders to serve
the food-value chain.

Diversity
As an industry, we continue to serve a more diverse consumer. We understand a vibrant,
innovative workforce is built on a diversity of ideas and perspectives that start by bringing
leadership with different backgrounds, experiences, and cultures to the table.
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Overcoming Hurdles

Some of the companies we serve have fully
embraced making diversity part of their mission and
values – and these are the organizations that attract
diverse leaders who drive organizational success.
Organizations that have a diversity statement but
lack the behaviors to reinforce its role in their culture
and decision-making, create a monumental hurdle
as prospective candidates are actively seeking out
this focus. These individuals tell us the lack of followthrough negatively impacts their interest in what
otherwise would be a great opportunity. Even further
behind are organizations that are not even thinking
about diversity. If this is not prioritized until they are
seeking a new leader, it is simply too late.
Throughout the food and agriculture industries
organizations balance the challenge of executive
positions located in geographical areas that may
not be as attractive to prospective candidates,
especially diverse professionals. Our clients who
have successfully overcome this hurdle have been
intentional about inviting diverse team members
to be a part of the interview process, making sure
there is an inclusion strategy in place, and evaluating
remote work flexibility.

Resourcing for many organizations is a hurdle that
needs to be overcome. Paul has witnessed cases
where the resources needed to promote diversity
were lacking. Investments should be made in training
staff on unconscious bias and developing inclusion
strategies. “You must have a passion for this. If not,
you’ll be called out as ‘faking it’ by both current
employees and prospective candidates.”

Diversity, Profitability,
and Innovation

First and foremost, overcoming hurdles and
promoting diversity in the workplace is simply
the right thing to do. Everyone should have equal
opportunities to succeed. Second, companies
and employees today demand it. And third, the
research shows that companies with the most
diverse workplaces are the most successful.
Consider “Diversity wins: How inclusion
matters,” a recent McKinsey report that
highlights the business case for inclusion and
diversity. According to the report, companies in
the top quartile of gender and ethnic diversity
were more likely to exceed the performance of
companies with fewer diverse leaders on their
executive teams.

Paul Miller, K&R Managing Director, knows the
value of a diverse workforce. “In my career prior
to joining Kincannon
& Reed, I served in
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Likelihood of financial outperformance vs the national industry median; p-value<0.05, except 2014 data where p-value<0.1. Why diversity matters n=383;
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Latin America, UK and US; earnings before interest and taxes (EBIT) margin 2010-13. 3Delivering through diversity n=991; Australia, Brazil, France, Germany,
India, Japan, Mexico, Nigeria, Singapore, South Africa, UK, and US; EBIT margin 2011-15. 4Diversity wins n=1,039; 2017 companies for which gender data
available in 2019, plus Denmark, Norway and Sweden; EBIT margin 2014-18. 5Why diversity matters n=364; Latin America, UK, and US; EBIT margin 2010-13.
6
Delivering through diversity n=589; Brazil, Mexico, Singapore, South Africa, UK and US; EBIT margin 2011-15. 7Diversity wins n=533; Brazil, Mexico, Nigeria,
Singapore, South Africa, UK and US, where ethnicity data available in 2019; EBIT margin 2014-18. Source: Diversity Wins data set.
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The most diverse companies are now more
likely than ever to outperform less diverse peers
on profitability. The data illustrates that the
relationship between diversity on executive teams
and the likelihood of financial success is not only
correlated – it has strengthened over time.
Forward-thinking companies understand the
importance of diversity in leadership roles today,
but also see the value long-term and make diversity
a priority as they look toward succession planning.
As we partner with clients around the globe and
across the food chain, we see firsthand the role
innovation is playing in the success of food and
agriculture companies. According to a 2018 study

from Boston Consulting Group (BCG), there
is a strong correlation between the diversity of
management teams and overall innovation. The
research found that companies reporting aboveaverage diversity on their management teams also
reported “innovation revenue” that was 19 percent
higher than that of companies with below-average
leadership diversity – 45 percent of total revenue
versus just 26 percent.
In other words, according to BCG, nearly half
of the revenue of companies with more diverse
leadership teams comes from products and
services launched in the past three years. These
companies are better able to innovate and adapt
to changes in customer demand.

Companies with More Diverse Leadership
Teams Report Higher Innovation Revenue
Companies with below-average
diversity scores

Companies with above-average
diversity scores

26%

45%

average innovation
revenue reported
by companies

average innovation
revenue reported
by companies

Source: BCG diversity and innovation survey, 2017 (n=1,681).
Note: Average diversity score calculated using the Blau Index,
a statistical means of combing individual indices into an overall aggregate index.
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Thoughts for Success in Food & Ag
So, what does it take to foster a diverse workforce across the food and agriculture value chain?
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Ensure the
Culture is a Fit

A candidate can check every box for skills and
expertise, but if you want a long-term match,
cultural fit is an element of equal importance. In
Miller’s searches, he encourages hiring managers
and a broader team to share what it is like to work
at their company. This enables him to understand
the operational inner workings, how decisions
are made, the process of onboarding, and the
company’s history of inclusion. In other words,
he breaks down culture into tangible pieces that
can be discussed with candidates throughout the
search process. This attention to detail not only
ensures that the new hire will be comfortable and
excel, but, more importantly, that they will feel
included and engaged for years to come.
In 2020, many of the executive leaders Miller
placed had offers at other companies for more
money, but they had truly connected with their
prospective new team and colleagues – and that
cultural fit was exactly the incentive they were
seeking. Their goal was to not only receive an
offer, but to be a part of the long-term success
of the organization, playing a meaningful role.
We consistently find that executives are looking
for that “great fit” in their next career move, and
diverse candidates are likely to prioritize culture
in their job searches.
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Look Outside and Across
the Food and Agriculture
Value Chain

Today’s consumer is more discerning – and
skeptical – than ever before. They drive demand
for foods that meet their nutritional needs, match
their ideologies regarding production systems,

align with their values around sustainability and
suit their budget and taste preferences. An everchanging consumer requires outside-the-box
thinking. How do you ensure your company is able
to break the mold and think about consumers of
tomorrow (while also meeting the ever-changing
needs of today’s consumers)? We help companies
consider candidates who don’t look like the ‘usual
suspects’ with sector specific expertise.
Of course, there are some nuances in food and
agriculture where specific experience in sectors
or expertise on critical topics is necessary. But for
some roles, bringing the outside in provides a new
set of considerations, perspective, and clarity.
Cross-sector recruitment is an area of passion
and expertise for Kincannon & Reed principals.
Our search efforts are as broad as necessary to
ensure we place candidates who have skills and
background uniquely suited for the position.
Our path to success lies in our deep networks,
extensive research, organizational mapping, and a
proprietary database that includes top performers
from target and adjacent sectors.
Recently, a search conducted for a vice president role
at a large beverage company ended with a perfect
candidate who came from a paint company and did
not look like many of the leaders who previously
held the position. Our client was skeptical when
the candidate was initially presented, but soon
realized the skillset required was more prevalent in
executives outside of its industry and our candidate
was clearly the best choice.
Consider that the BCG study uncovered that if just
two percent of a company’s leadership team came
from a different industry, the “innovation revenue”
would increase a full percentage point. Small
changes can have a big impact – and that is why
we encourage our clients to think differently about
candidates to consider.

4

3

I dentify a Diversity
Champion

Companies committed to diversity must have
leaders who are committed to the effort. It is up
to the president, CEO, or board to say, “this is what
we need to do” and make diversity part of the
company’s values and mission – and ensure it is not
deprioritized over time.
Depending on the company, there may be an
opportunity to create a position dedicated to
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) or to hire a
consultant to review and provide guidance to
ensure the tenets of a DEI program are established,
instituted, and followed through at every level. The
McKinsey research indicates that the companies
doing this best are adopting systematic, businessled approaches to inclusion and diversity.

“
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Encourage
Mentorship

When you hire, look ahead. Consider the talents
and contributions of the current employee – and
identify what success looks like five years from
now. That helps lay the groundwork for how you
can help them continue current success while
preparing them for the intended future. Key to
this approach is securing mentors who will help
them embrace current abilities, while encouraging,
stretching and molding them to new success along
their journey with the organization.
Paul shares that mentoring others throughout
his career has brought great joy and is one of the
most rewarding ways to give back and support
the industry’s future success. In particular, he
has prioritized mentoring several women and
ethnically diverse individuals into executive
leadership roles – all of whom have recognized
how his guidance, support, and council have
helped throughout their careers. Paul said, “I love
it when people are given opportunities and that’s
part of what we do every day. Mentoring helps
people reach their aspirations and potential,
while helping companies retain a great leader.”

“The path to diversity begins with supporting,
mentoring, and sponsoring diverse women
and men to become leaders and entrepreneurs.”
— DENISE MOR R ISON
Former CEO of Campbell’s
Soup Company
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Defining Success

Some say leadership teams should mirror the
diversity of a local or regional population. While
this may be ideal, it may not always be realistic, but
it is a good metric from which to start.
The reality is that companies lacking a focus on
fostering diverse workplaces will be left behind.
Those who make it a priority will enhance
company culture, promote innovative thinking,
and drive success.
Paul’s reflection of his forty-year career summarizes
just how far we have come. It also shines a light on
the value of continually working towards having the
best leaders in our organizations and knowing what
the definition of “best” is for each company.

“At Kincannon & Reed we’ve seen a lot of change
across the food and agriculture industries over
the past 40 years.” Paul adds, “The most exciting
time is yet to come as consumers continue to care
more about where their food comes from. There is
innovation that can feed the growing population and
the strong leadership across the food, agriculture,
and other industries will bring this all together. This
momentum can be greatly enhanced as companies
promote diversity on their executive teams. And
I’m proud to work for a company that’s helping the
industry do just that.”
If you are interested in learning more about
Kincannon & Reed, let’s connect.

PAUL MILLER

Managing Director
pmiller@krsearch.net

Areas of Expertise
CPG, Distribution, Food & Ingredients, Production

About

Paul works to find the right leadership for start-ups, family businesses, coops, private
equity, and public companies. His engagements benefit from his extensive experience as
a senior executive and entrepreneur in food processing.
In his more than 12 years at Kincannon & Reed, he has been a champion of mentorship
for women in the workplace. Chalk it up to being a dad to two adult daughters and his
drive to see people succeed. It is part of his broader commitment to foster a more
diverse workplace – particularly in executive roles.
Paul serves on the Board of the Independent Bakers Association. He holds an MBA
degree from Harvard Business School, an MS in Agricultural Economics from Michigan
State University, and a BS in Agricultural Economics from Cornell.

*K&R data is from across the United States where this information can be tracked.
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