
DEVELOPING HUMAN CAPITAL AND INNOVATION  continue to top the list of business challenges, not only here in the U.S., but 
globally as well. One untapped resource that addresses both of these issues is diversity. 

When a team is diverse it fuels innovation 
and a greater probability of generating, 
selecting, and successfully executing the best 
ideas, according to Frans Johansson, author of 
The Medici Effect. Johansson also notes that 
diverse perspectives are vital in valuing new 
ideas and seeing them through to fruition.

The 2014 Chicago United Corporate Diversity 
Profile (CDP), a biennial survey that measures 

the racial diversity in the boardrooms and executive level manage-
ment at Chicago’s 50 largest corporations produced together with 
Ernst & Young LLP and the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, high-
lighted the changing landscape of the workforce.  According to U.S. 
Department of Labor’s, Bureau of Labor Statistics, the total number 
of minorities in the workforce has increased approximately 82 
percent between 1992 and 2012. Chicago’s demographic trends 
mirror that of the nation.  There was a 57 percent increase in the 
minority population in Chicago between 1990 and 2010, according 
to the U.S. Census.  Consistent with the change in the overall popu-
lation, the pool of minorities working in large Chicago firms has 
increased as well between 1997 and 2011, according to U.S. Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission data.

Yet, our findings indicate that minorities hold just 12 percent of 
the 551 board of director positions at the 50 firms, 8 percent of the 
201 C-suite positions at the top 50 firms, and 10 percent of the 660 
executive positions at the top 50 firms. The analysis also shows 
that if the annualized growth rate in minority representation in 
top executive and managerial positions were to remain the same 
as that of the time period between 2000-2012, it is expected that it 
would take 64 years for minorities to achieve equal representation 
in executive/managerial ranks in Chicago metro companies. Most 
concerning, the annual growth rate for African Americans in top 
executive positions showed a decline. 

We know diversity drives innovation – studies show it, business 
results show it – so why is it a challenge for many companies here 
in Chicago? Especially the 34 percent of Chicago’s top 50 companies 

that have no ethnic diversity within their executive ranks and the 
22 percent that have none at the board of director level.

To better understand the issue we interviewed a small sample of 
Chicago employers along with a few early careerists. Our discussions 
showed challenges to the development and retention of young 
urban talent are both systemic, in nature, as well as self-imposed. 
These challenges can be grouped under specific talent manage-
ment themes – recruitment, retention, and mobility.  

Young urban talent can often find themselves getting stuck within 
a company where upward mobility is difficult, resulting in them 
not feeling engaged or appreciated and ultimately, leaving the 
company. In this scenario, both the individual and company lose. 
The company loses diverse talent and the individual finds other 
employment where they hope they can offer a positive contribution 
and feel valued.

In delivering on our organization’s mission, we feel strongly com-
pelled to play a leading role in bringing the business and academic 
communities together to coordinate efforts and resources in 
elevating the contribution of our young urban talent. We are cur-
rently working on what our organization does best to address these 
types of issues - developing a blueprint and programming. You can 
look forward to hearing more about our efforts in this area over the 
coming months.  

We know that companies have a better chance of attacking any 
challenge through and with the help of diversity. Our hope through 
our new programming is to improve retention and mobility of 
young urban talent which can provide a solution to the larger talent 
management challenges facing the Chicago business community. 
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IT IS 35 PERCENT MORE LIKELY THAT COMPANIES WITH ETHNICALLY DIVERSE LEADERSHIP  will outperform those that are 
less diverse, according to Diversity Matters, a McKinsey report released in February 2015.  The study found that companies in the top quartile for 
racially and ethnically diverse leadership are 35 percent more likely to have financial returns above their respective national industry median.  
And, in the United States, they found a linear relationship between diverse leadership and better financial performance: for every 10 percent 
increase in racial and ethnic diversity on the senior-executive team, earnings before interest and taxes (EBIT) rise 0.8 percent.

According to Chicago United’s 2014 Corporate Diversity Profile, only 
six companies out of Chicago’s top 50 have greater than 25 percent 
minority representation on their boards of directors. Eleven of 
the top 50 have zero ethnic diversity on their boards of directors.  
Since the inaugural study in 2001, there has been an annualized 
growth rate of only 2 percent minority inclusion in top executive 
and managerial positions.  At that rate, it will take 64 years for 
minorities to reach equal representation. 

After the first Corporate Diversity Profile Study was published, 
Chicago United viewed the results as an opportunity to understand 
resistance to greater board diversity.  The debate uncovered a 
widespread call for the need to identify diverse talent for the 
corporate boardroom.  In response, Chicago United’s leadership took 
action to produce the biennial Business Leaders of Color publications 
starting in 2003.  To date, the publications have identified 270 highly 
accomplished board-ready candidates who have demonstrated 
leadership and achieved professional success while contributing to 
the cultural, civic, and educational life of the Chicago region.

In anticipation of the release of the 2015 Business Leaders of Color 
at the upcoming Bridge Awards Dinner in November, we talked 
with two executive leaders at Chicago United member companies, 
Northern Trust and USG, to see how having a diverse board has 
benefited their business and how future Business Leaders of Color 
can continue to make an impact on other boardrooms. We also 
spoke with two Business Leaders of Color, Sona Wang and Sheila 
Talton, to gain perspective on what they have learned through the 
board recruitment process. 

Q&A with Chris Rosenthal, vice 
president, Compensation, Benefits & 
Corporate Services, USG

How has board diversity benefitted USG?

“Our Chief Executive Officer James Metcalf 
has been very deliberate in developing a 
diverse board, and the benefits have been 

tremendous, from a business and people perspective.  Our board 
is not only engaged in our strategic plan, but in critical succession 
planning decisions.  We rely on the diverse background of our board 
members to help the company continue to innovate and grow.”

How does diversity impact business outcomes?

“Diverse perspectives help us become a more efficient and effective 
company. Business Leaders of Color can continue to share their 
experiences, opinions, and knowledge to help companies like ours 

get better.  We need a variety of ideas in all areas of the company, 
from customer-facing functions to our back office areas.  One idea 
sparks another and then we see progress.”

Q&A with Frederick H. Waddell, 
chief executive officer and chairman, 
Northern Trust

How have diverse corporate directors supported 
business goals at Northern Trust?

“Northern Trust is fortunate to benefit from 
the leadership of a talented and diverse 

Board of Directors. Chicago United Business Leaders of Color, 
Charles Tribbett, managing director, Russell Reynolds Associates 
(a 2003 honoree), and Don Thompson, retired president and chief 
executive officer, McDonald’s Corporation (a 2007 honoree), bring 
a diversity of opinions, insights, and experiences to our board.  
Charles’s experience as a recognized expert in executive recruiting, 
succession planning, and board selection across multiple industries 
has helped us grow our business and manage our talent.  Don, 
having managed one of the most successful, integrated enterprises 
in the world across borders, cultures, legal, regulatory, and economic 
systems, brings a global mindset to our strategic plans.”  

Do you have any advice for the next group of Business Leaders of 
Color looking to increase their corporate board involvement?

“I would encourage all future Business Leaders of Color to engage 
with organizations that demonstrate a commitment to enhancing 
diversity in the marketplace. For example, at Northern Trust we 
have developed a culture that fosters inclusive collaboration, 
embraces mentoring, and provides development training programs 
for our diverse high potential employees. Together these efforts 
create increased visibility and training for diverse employees as we 
contemplate succession planning and talent management.” 

Q&A with Sona Wang, managing 
director, Ceres Venture Fund L.P., 
corporate director, Health Care Service 
Corporation, and trustee, Northwestern 
University

What have you learned through the board 
recruitment process? 

“Networking is king and relationships are paramount.  All of the 
boards that I serve on have come to my attention through people 
who have known me in various situations and settings, often for 
many years. I view the selection process as a mutual exploration of 

Companies Engaging Business Leaders of Color Outperform Less Diverse Firms



the match between the company – its product, mission and culture 
– and who I am – my skillset, experiences and values.  When these 
key elements are compatible, my ability to add value and impact are 
maximized and the experience is more enjoyable.”

What advice do you have for an entrepreneur looking to join a board? 

“To do any job well, you need to truly believe in the mission and 
be committed to the responsibilities of the position. As a board 
member, you have the added duty as a fiduciary to the shareholders, 
employees and customers. Every board action must weigh and 
reflect these interests. That being said, I think that entrepreneurs 
make some of the best and worst board directors.  They are 
creative and innovative “out-of the-box” thinkers, are not deterred 
by obstacles, and are at times the best mentors for management. 
While these can be very useful characteristics for board directors, 
entrepreneurs are also very “hands-on” and may find the traditional 
board role in conflict with their nature to jump in and run things. I 
would recommend entrepreneurs avoid this tendency. I have seen 
company CEOs go from great enthusiasm to unworkable tension in 
their relationship with an entrepreneur board member.”

Q&A with Shelia Talton, president and 
chief executive officer, Gray Matter 
Analytics, corporate director, Deere & 
Company

What have you learned through the board 
recruitment process? 

“It’s essential to add value to the overall 
strategic needs of the company as soon as possible. To ensure you’re 
able to provide value quickly, make sure your skills are aligned with 
the committee that you will be assigned to. I’ve also learned that 
spending time learning about the company’s industry and the 
company’s position within that industry is invaluable.”

What advice do you have for an entrepreneur looking to join a board? 

“My advice is to join a well-run/governed nonprofit board, preferably 
accepting a committee chair role. Entrepreneurs should confirm they 
have ample time to commit to the board, especially if they are a first-
time director.  Another important consideration, making sure there’s 
no chance of conflicts with the company or its major suppliers.”

WITHIN THE CITY OF CHICAGO AND BEYOND, the topic of improving multiracial leadership and diversity within executive ranks 
continues to make headlines. In order to improve the minority ratio in the leadership ranks and on boards of directors in Chicago’s 
businesses, it is essential to enhance the diverse talent pipeline and retention of diverse talent. 

The Challenge and Opportunity
There are specific issues within this city that impede young diverse 
talent from being considered for corporate job opportunities and 
being retained once they do join organizations. One challenge is 
the disconnect between the perception of this city’s talent pool 
and their actual capabilities to fill the pipeline. Low graduation 
rates of Chicago’s high school students have been acknowledged 
and widely publicized for some time now. For many, it has painted 
all students with the same broad stroke; however, this single 
perception contributes to an undervaluing and subsequent 
underutilization of the larger talent pool. 

A Vision for Success
While these statistics do exist, they do not capture the fact that 
there are a growing number of students who are successfully 
matriculating through four-year academic institutions and 
postgraduate studies. Realizing a disconnect, Chicago United has 
collaborated with Chicago Scholars to further explore the factors 
helping and hindering Chicago’s young urban talent as they 
pursue careers in corporations. 

The result? Chicago United Fellows Program – a blueprint and 
vision for enhancing the utilization and career success of Chicago’s 
young urban talent by implementing programs and instituting 
a support system fueled by the city’s business and academic 
communities. This program will also provide an opportunity to 
change the narrative about Chicago’s young urban talent to a 
more positive one by showcasing the successes of its participants. 

Chicago corporations that participate will experience benefits at 
the individual and organizational levels. They will have access to 
information, resources, programs, and talent that will augment 
their internal diverse pipeline efforts as well as enhance overall 
leadership and organizational effectiveness.  

Moving Forward
Chicago United, Chicago Scholars, and the program’s Advisory 
Council members are excited to announce that the Chicago 
United Fellows Program will be moving into pilot phase in the 
coming year.  While it will evolve over time, the initial phase will 
be dedicated to ensuring that the blueprint developed is effective 
and can be replicated with a wider audience – more eligible 
students, corporations, and organizations. 

Please stay tuned for updates in the near future. And, if you are 
interested in becoming involved, please reach out to Chicago 
United at 312-977-3060. 

Blueprint for Success: Improving Chicago’s Talent Pool

•  Specialized Skill/
    Recruiting Needs
•  Interview Protocol
    and Impressions
•  Company Location 

•  Cultural Norms
•  Isolation/Limited
    Support 
•  Stereotype Threat
•  Generational
    Differences 

•  Overall Culture and
    Developmental Mindset
•  Organizational Structure 
•  Incongruent Expectations

Perceived Challenges to be Addressed:



Business success is more than profit margins and continued growth. It 
has been proven time and again from AON Hewitt data that employees 
are at the center of business successes. Engaged employees deliver better 
business results, are oftentimes more loyal to their companies, and look for 
the opportunities to go above and beyond on tasks.  According to our Global 
Employee Research Database of seven million respondents, only 6 out of 10 
employees are engaged, and that’s an issue. Organizations continually lose out 
on growth and profitability opportunities when employees are not engaged. 

How do we boost employee engagement? To start, there is no one single solution or program to fix 
poor engagement – what is needed is a culture change, which starts and ends with individual leaders. 

The Foundation for an Engaged Leader
Through extensive interviews, Aon has learned that leaders of highly engaged teams have three 
fundamental similarities. From this discovery, we have developed the Engaging Leader model 
emphasizing the three fundamentals similarities that make up the profile of an engaging leader:

1.   Critical Experiences – Engaging leaders have had experiences that have shaped them, their core 
beliefs about people, about work, and what it means to lead. 

2.   Guiding Beliefs – A strong set of core beliefs shaped by an individual’s personality, but also by 
early experiences, guide how engaging leaders approach work, their behaviors, and interactions 
with employees. These core beliefs include ideas of servant leadership, the belief that leadership 
is a responsibility, and that relationships, emotions, and trust do matter in everyday tasks. 

3.   Displayed Behaviors – What makes engagement happen is when these core beliefs drive leaders’ 
day-to-day behaviors allowing their actions to emulate their own engagement and purpose. 
This sparks a positive impact on their surrounding environment and allows for an authentic 
connection with employees. 

How to Apply Best Practices
So, what now? As previously stated, engaging leadership is often a cultural change and challenge. 
Here are some actionable next steps for those striving for a more engaged workforce:

1.   Measure engagement levels throughout an organization. Prior to starting any efforts, it is 
imperative to benchmark and understand current engagement levels and drivers for both 
employees and leaders. Having a baseline is critical to an organization’s success. It will also 
provide greater insight into where leaders need to focus behaviors. 

2.   Assess and select engaging leaders. Organizations should be assessing for engaging leadership 
through various measures including personality tests and 360-degree reviews. By building a 
mass of engaging leaders, employee engagement and overall culture will improve. 

3.   Coach and develop. It is never too early to begin building engaging leaders from within. Empower 
leaders to ask themselves questions based on their performance and provide them with 
challenging experiences that enable them to strive for success. 

4.   Engage the disengaged leaders. Organizations need to utilize engaged leaders as agents of 
change to drive and increase engagement among the leadership ranks. With that said, being 
an engaging leader cannot be forced – if a leader is incapable of being engaged then they aren’t 
meant to lead. 

Overall, this is a culture change and needs to be looked at as a responsibility – not just as a test. AON 
Hewitt research has found that engaging leadership is not something that happens overnight, nor 
should it. Finding leaders with key early experiences, who have developed core beliefs that drive 
their own actions and authentic engagement with others is key to success. 

If you’re interested in hearing more, please join me at the Chicago United Leadership Conference, to 
be hosted by the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago on October 16, 2015. For more information, please 
contact Chicago United at 312-977-3060. 
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