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WELCOME TO THE FIRST EDITION 
OF THE CMO PODCAST MAGAZINE.
We began recording and releasing our weekly podcast in May 2019,  with one 
key insight:  CMOs, and marketing professionals at large,  are insatiable in 
their curiosity about other marketing leaders…what drives them,  how they 
tackle challenges,  how they grow their brands and teams,  who they are as 
human beings.  

Every week we try to satisfy this curiosity,  and to help our listeners be better 
leaders.  Along the way,  we have heard consistent feedback that while our 
podcasts were fun and loaded with lessons, we did not provide an easy way to 
capture and curate the learning.  

So, voila,  we have created The CMO Podcast Magazine.  Each edition will be 
curated around a theme,  and we will draw from our unique database of CMO 
podcast episodes to provide insights and action steps to make progress in 
each theme area.

Our first theme area is Becoming an Inclusive Leader.  This area is a high 
priority for nearly every senior marketing leader in the world.  In the months 
ahead,  you will see another edition of the magazine addressing another top 
priority for CMOs: creativity.

We hope this format of a themed,  digital magazine will help you put the rich 
learning from The CMO Podcast to work on your business,  with your team.

Warm regards,

Jim and the entire CMO Podcast team
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HOW TO BECOME
A MORE INCLUSIVE

LEADER

HOW TO BECOME
A MORE INCLUSIVE

LEADER
7  A C T I O N S  T O  TA K E



Your workforce and your customers will expect you to have a point of view 
on crucial social issues; decide whether you can meaningfully influence 
the issue in a way that's core to your organization's DNA.

OPERATE DE&I PRACTICES WITH 
AUTHENTICITY AT THE HEART.

“NO ONE'S ASKING 
YOU OR ANYONE ELSE 
TO BE PERFECT. 
PROOF IS IN THE 
PROGRESS.”

Former Global Chief Marketing Officer
BlackRock 

FRANK COOPER

ACTION NO. 1



Storytelling is your superpower. Go where the silence is to make your 
stories real, authentic and undeniable, so that your message resonates.

USE THE POWER OF STORIES TO MAKE YOUR 
AUDIENCE THINK, SHAPE THEIR PERCEPTIONS 
AND PRODUCE AN EMOTIONAL RESPONSE 
THAT GENERATES EMPATHY.

“GREAT STORYTELLING…TAPS
INTO YOUR EQ AND IQ AT THE 
SAME TIME…IT MAKES YOU 
THINK, IT CHANGES YOUR 
PERSPECTIVE, IT CREATES AN 
EMOTIONAL RESPONSE… AND 
ULTIMATELY CREATES 
EMPATHY.” 

Chief Content Officer
TOGETHXR 

JESSICA ROBERTSON
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ACTION NO. 2



Rely on facts, data and human stories to empower your decision-making, 
because you’re on the side of what’s right and what’s fair.

PUSH PAST THE CYNICS, BECAUSE DE&I IS 
THE ONLY WAY FORWARD. 

“A MATTER OF JUSTICE, 
BUT IT’S ALSO A 
BUSINESS IMPERATIVE… 
[TO HAVE] A REALLY 
STRONG AND INCLUSIVE 
ENVIRONMENT.” 

VP of National Communications
Providence 

MELISSA TIZON

ACTION NO. 3



Invest in your employees and empower them to speak honestly to create a
strong culture that is bringing DE&I to the forefront.

CONNECT YOUR DE&I AND TALENT 
STRATEGY TO GIVE YOUR ORGANIZATION 
THE ULTIMATE COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE 
WHEN RECRUITING TOP TALENT.

“MORE DIVERSITY AROUND 
THE TABLE LEADS TO BETTER 
OUTCOMES…YOU CAN’T BE 
CUSTOMER-OBSESSED IF 
YOU DON’T REFLECT THE 
CUSTOMER.”

Chief Marketing & PR Officer
Ally

ANDREA BRIMMER

ACTION NO. 4



Measure DE&I performance by trying new things, not just the same old 
results. Go beyond the numbers. 

USE MEASUREMENT AS A TOOL TO SCALE 
PROGRESS AND ACCOUNTABILITY. 

"IT'S ABOUT DIVERSITY 
OF PERSPECTIVE, BUT IT'S 
ALSO BACKING IT WITH 
INSIGHTS AND DATA AND 
VALIDATION."

SVP & Global Chief Marketing Officer
Kellogg's

CHARISSE HUGHES

ACTION NO. 5



Take the time to understand and learn about your consumer population, 
so your brand reflects the community it serves while collaborating with 
agencies, influencers, C-suite, etc.

RADICALLY COLLABORATE WITH OTHERS 
BECAUSE IT WILL TAKE A VILLAGE. 

 “DIVERSITY, EQUITY AND 
INCLUSION IS IMPORTANT 
BECAUSE OF WHAT WE KNOW 
DIVERSE TEAMS BRING TO 
INNOVATION, TO GROWTH, TO 
REALLY BEING THE FUEL 
FOR THE FUTURE.”

Chief Purpose Officer
Deloitte

KWASI MITCHELL

ACTION NO. 6



Use your talent as a marketer to speak with consumers in an inclusive 
manner; help them see how DE&I aligns with their values.

TELL YOUR ORGANIZATION’S DE&I STORY 
INTERNALLY AND EXTERNALLY—THAT’S THE 
CMO’S ROLE WITH DE&I.

“WE’RE REALIZING THAT 
HUMANS DON’T SPEAK 
DATA—THEY SPEAK STORIES. 
THE CHIEF STORYTELLERS 
ARE THE ONES WHO WILL BE 
ABLE TO REACH HEARTS AND 
SOULS BOTH INSIDE THE 
ORGANIZATION AND 
OUTSIDE.”

Principal
Deloitte Consulting LLP

STACY KEMP

ACTION NO. 7



IT'S ABOUT 
STARTING A 

CONVERSATION AND 
SEEING IF OTHERS 

WILL FOLLOW.

“

”

CARLA ZAKHEM-HASSAN
Chief Marketing Officer | JPMorgan Chase

EPISODE 1
JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.



JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.
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JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.

“YOU’VE GOT TO BE REALLY 
CAREFUL THAT WHATEVER 
YOU DO, IT'S ALIGNED WITH 
YOUR BRAND PURPOSE.”
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JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.
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JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.
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JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.
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JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.

“SOMETIMES IT ACTUALLY IS MORE 
POWERFUL TO SUPPORT FROM 
BEHIND AND LET OTHERS LEAD 
FROM THE FRONT, BUT ARM THEM 
WITH THE INFORMATION THAT THEY 
NEED. AND THEN ONCE THEY'RE 
READY, BE THERE TO HELP AMPLIFY 
THEIR STORY.”
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JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.
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JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.
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JIM STENGEL: Diversity, equity and inclusion are 
three words that many brands and companies have 
been talking about a lot since the events of 2020, 
but DE&I has been around for more than just a year. 
In this mini-series, I will be talking to marketers and 
executives about the ways they are promoting DE&I 
in their organization. My guest today is Carla 
Hassan, who is now the CMO of JPMorgan Chase. 
We've recorded this episode earlier this year when 
Carla was the CMO of Citibank. Citi is an enormous 
financial institution with $75 billion in revenue and a 
market cap of about $160 billion.

In January 2019, Citi's then-CEO Michael Corbat 
declared that Citi's pay equity was unacceptable 
and he made a public commitment to change it. In 
my conversation with Carla, we talk about how she 
was leading the charge in addressing the gender 
pay gap during her time at Citi. Along with 
addressing pay equity, Carla also talks about why 
DE&I is more than just words to her and why she is 
passionate about keeping her DE&I promises. 

This is my conversation with Carla Hassan. Carla, 
welcome back to The CMO podcast. We had such 
great feedback on your podcast last October that 
we invited you back for an encore.

CARLA HASSAN: Thanks for having me. I really 
appreciate it. I had such a good time chatting with 
you back then, and hopefully we'll have a good 
conversation today as well.

JS: We will. This is a very special episode because 
you're our first guest on a new CMO Podcast 
mini-series on diversity, equity and inclusion in 
marketing. So I want to start with those three big 
words: diversity, equity, inclusion, and what they 
mean to you, what they conjure up for you.

CH: Yeah, that's a great question. I would start with, 
from a personal standpoint. They mean a lot to me. 
I would tell you, my background, I come from a 
family that left two countries to escape wars, first 
from Lebanon, and then from another part of the 
Middle East, United Arab Emirates, to come here to 
the US. I would tell you that my experience as an 
immigrant, as an Arab, I think inherently shaped 
who I am as a person, it shapes me as a marketer, it 
shapes me as a leader.

So for me, being a woman of color, really my 
experiences shape how I look at the lens of DEI. So 
for me, it's very, very important to think about how 
we represent our teams and who represents our 
teams. Because when I think about those three 
words, each have their own slight nuance. Right? 
So, they are about representation for sure. They 
also are about inclusion and being able to have 
different perspectives and be asked to come to the 
table. So I think that inherently, from my 
perspective, because I look at things through a lens 
of the experiences that I've had throughout my life, 
leading to where I am, I feel it's extremely, 
extremely important.

The DEI doesn't just sit on its own as a nice-to-have, 
but that it really is a part of the business because 
I've seen it, I've seen it work when you have diverse 
perspectives, I've seen it work when you make 
people feel equal, I've seen it work when people 
think they have a voice at the table and it just 
changes business. It changes your creativity, it 
changes your solutions. I'm a huge fan of it, but it 
starts because I come at it from a personal 
perspective and I've seen how it helps business.

JS: When we were together last October, we talked 
a lot about brand purpose, and I'd like you to talk a 
little bit today regarding Citi: Where is this 
intersection of brand purpose and DE&I, how does 
that come together with Citi, with you, with your 
team?

CH: To state the obvious, the last year and a half 
has been hard for everyone. When we think about 
where it's been particularly devastating, it's in those 
groups that are marginalized. The pandemic has 
been disproportionately impacting women, people 
of color, the most vulnerable populations. As we 
think about all of the cries that we've heard for 
racial justice, echoing around the country with the 
murder of George Floyd, and now we're witnessing 
continued violence against Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.

For us, it becomes really important as we think 
about DEI, to think about it from the lens of our 
values and the lens of our purpose. It's really 
interesting, right, because I think what we're seeing, 
you know the numbers as well as I do, that 

consumers, customers, quite frankly, even our 
institutional clients are now looking for businesses 
to really step up and be a part of the solution. So 
having no point of view is not good enough 
anymore. I would tell you as brand leaders, we've 
got to recognize that future preferences are being 
shaped by what we do today. And so for us at Citi, 
the way we think about it is, how do we tackle the 
things that are relevant to us as we think about what 
our mission is?

So we have a mission of enabling growth and 
progress. Everything we do looks through that lens. 
It looks through the lens of progress broadly 
defined, not just financial progress, but societal 
progress in general. If it aligns with our values, and 
if it's authentic with the things that we value, then 
it's something that we put our might behind. I think 
when corporations, brands, companies think about 
DEI and they think about how that works with their 
purpose, they've got to really first understand what 
is their purpose? Why are they here? 

And from there, I think, understand truly what their 
values are, what things do they hold dear? From 
there, think about what that means from a DEI 
perspective and where they can authentically 
impact, because people will sniff it out pretty 
quickly if you're looking at just the issue du jour. So 
if you're a company that didn't care about a certain 
community before and all of a sudden now are like, 
"Hey, we're here, we're here." Well, you haven't 
been here. You’ve got to be really careful that 
whatever you do, it's aligned with your brand 
purpose. That's extremely important.

JS: Let's zero in right now on what we're going to 
focus on today, and that is pay equity, because 
that’s something that is near and dear to you and 
your company. Two and a half years ago, your CEO 

at the time at Davos made a strong public 
statement about your performance on pay equity at 
Citi, and it wasn't acceptable to him or to the lead 
team. He made a very specific commitment at that 
time. Now flash-forward to today, you have a new 
CEO Jane Fraser and you were promoted to CMO 
last September 2020. I want to ask you first a 
personal question: Have you yourself had issues 
with pay equity in your career?

CH: Oh, goodness. I'm sure I have. I'm sure I have 
unknowingly in a lot of cases, but I will tell you that 
every time I have known about an issue, I have 
addressed it, sometimes it's really uncomfortable I 
think for women in general, Jim, I think it's 
uncomfortable. We don't like to talk about money. I 
think from my perspective, the times that I have 
known, if I have known that there was an inequity 
and an inequity, if you will, in my pay, I have just 
approached it objectively.

I've tried to take the emotion out of it and just say, 
"Look, here's the data, here's what I'm seeing, let's 
talk not about how you're paying Carla, for 
example, but let's talk about the value of this role to 
the company, and when I think about impact or the 
value of a role, I think about the remit that a role 
has, the visibility a role has, and the pay a role has. 
And a lot of times when we see inequity, we see 
that the visibility and the impact is really great, but 
the pay is not necessarily where it needs to be.

I found, though, that anytime you go into a 
conversation, be it about pay equity or anything 
else, when I take the emotion out of it, and I just say, 
"Here's the data I've seen, here's what I know. Can 
we work together?" Inevitably, there is always a 
solution for it. At least that's what I've experienced, 
but I wouldn't say that I've seen it broadly in my 
experience. I think there have been a couple of very 
pointed times where the advice I've gotten is, stay 
unemotional about it. Money is a very emotional 
thing, but if you stay unemotional about it and 
provide the facts, it's really hard for people to 
disagree with you.

JS: Let's helicopter up and talk a bit about Citi and 
your progress at Citi on pay equity. It's a great story. 
You made some big commitments two and a half 
years ago. You're making progress. One of the big 

issues was median pay and getting more women 
into senior roles. Can you give us a little bit of an 
update, and talk most specifically about what 
you've learned that could help others?

CH: I'll go back to the beginning. It was 2019, and 
you're right, our CEO at the time, Mike Corbat, was 
at Davos. We were the first US company actually to 
publish our unadjusted or what we call the “raw pay 
gap” for women and US minorities. And you're 
right, Mike at the time said, "This is an ugly 
number." The beauty, though, of being able to be 
transparent about that is that it allowed us to really 
not only identify what the tangible steps were, but 
also hold ourselves accountable.

That was the kind of rallying cry for everybody to 
say, "We have from the very top of the firm, a 
commitment or one, an understanding that this is 
not good, certainly not good enough, and two, a 
commitment that we're going to be better." So like 
you said, we committed to closing the gap, we set 
goals to increase representation of both women 
and US minorities in senior and higher paying roles 
across the firm.

By the end of this year, 2021, and earlier this year, 
we launched our first measurement towards that 
effect. And you're right, we have improved. We're 
not yet where we want to be, but we have definitely 
improved. It was a very interesting dynamic at the 
time, because I would tell you that we were really 
proud of the fact that we announced this, that we 
were really transparent. And then my team came up 
with an idea to say, "Well, what if we told the world 
about this? What if we made it a discussion that was 
bigger than just Citi?" Sure, it's about what Citi did, 
but it's not necessarily just about that, it's about 
starting a conversation and seeing if others will 
follow.

As part of that work, we launched a campaign 
called “The Moment,” where we featured children 
of Citi employees. We took them, girls and boys, 
and we filmed their reactions to learning about the 
gender pay gap for the first time. But we did it in 
order to spark a broader conversation, and if you 
look at the campaign, you'll see that some kids 
were upset. The older girls and boys were upset, 
younger girls were kind of like, "Wait, what? I don't 

understand, what do you mean girls get paid less 
than boys when we get older?" That kind of thing.

But it really sparked a broader conversation. It's just 
very interesting in the marketing world, we talk a lot 
amongst each other, CMOs. I can't tell you how 
many people called and said, "How'd you get that 
through, how'd you get that through your 
organization?" And I just think I'm fortunate enough 
to work at a place that believes that we're not just in 
this for Citi, and I truly, truly say that. I don't say it 
just as a thing to say, Citi's not only in it for the 
benefit of Citi—we really wanted to spark a broader 
conversation. And it did.  There's other firms that 
didn't necessarily decide and other organizations 
that didn't necessarily go out and say publicly, 
here's our issue.

But I do know for a fact that there are many 
organizations that said, "How do we also take a look 
in the mirror and see what's going on with us?" So 
maybe not a hugely broad public conversation 
about it, but certainly within their own four walls 
thinking about it. I would tell you that, it also had a 
massive impact on talent and recruiting people 
who have come to Citi and will say to the HR team, 
the recruiting team, one of the only reasons that I 
am here over somewhere else is because I think 
you are committed to pay equity and female 
representation and leadership position. So it's a 
really, really important conversation.

I think a couple of things I would tell you that we 
learned from that, Jim, number one is, prioritize 
it—prioritize it with any DEI initiative. If it's not 
prioritized from the very top of the organization all 
the way on down, nothing's going to happen. So 
that's what I would say is number one, prioritize it. 
This was a really big one. These are big, big issues 
that we're tackling, but I would say on anything, 
even if you're leading your own team and it's not 
coming from the very top of the organization, 
prioritize it. If you're a leader, prioritize it.

The other is measure it, and we all know, unless you 
measure it, no one's going to care. So this idea of 
holding ourselves accountable as much as possible, 
going back to whatever your milestones are to say, 
“Here's what we said we were going to do. Here's 
what we did. Did we deliver? Yes. Did we not 

deliver? No. Why not?" If we did deliver, how can 
we accelerate that and do more of that? What did 
we learn? There's a real element of measurement 
there that I think is critical.

The third is transparency. It's really scary to be as 
transparent as we were. Most people actually came 
and said to me, "Why'd you guys even do that? 
Why did you guys feel like you had to publicly 
make a statement, like you're basically saying that 
your numbers are awful." That transparency though, 
I think is what allowed us to say, "We've got to hold 
ourselves accountable." So for me it's, if you 
prioritize it, if you make it transparent, if you 
measure it, and then the last thing I would say in 
terms of learning is don't stop. It's not a one and 
done. 

So this is not a, "Oh yeah, we announced it or we 
had a pay equity gap or raw pay gap with women 
and US minorities, and we decided that we were 
going to measure it, and so we did, and we made 
our number, and we wipe our hands clean and we 
move on to the next issue." That is the worst thing 
we could do. Even this year, for example, we 
collaborated with the female quotient, we created 
an advancing equality calculator. It was really based 
on this shared commitment that we have with them 
to create transparency and accountability, and all it 
is, it's a very simple tool. It's a free digital tool. It 
helps any kind of any organization close their own 
gender pay, gender wage gap, it helps them 
increase accountability.

It helps them really understand the impact, quite 
frankly, that pay equity has on their profitability and 
their GDP. We worked with our economists at Citi to 
make sure that whatever that black box was of 
numbers in there, that it actually was credible and 
not just a marketing tool. So, if you think about that, 
if you're a decision maker in a company and you're 
able to identify, you're able to understand what the 
issues are, you're able to take the first step, and it's 
private, it's your own numbers, they don't get 
published anywhere. But the idea is that it's not just 
about us and it's not just a one and done. 
We have a platform to be able to impact the world 
more broadly. We have a responsibility to do that. 
We should. Those are, I would say, my four 
learnings.

JS: Are there any industry segments or companies 
that have been particularly curious about your 
progress to learn from?

CH: It's across the board. I have had conversations 
with tech CMOs. I've had conversations with other 
financial services CMOs, consumer package goods. 
It's been a lot of folks. Even some CEOs of smaller 
companies that I know or that I didn't know would 
reach out and say, "Hey, I heard you on a panel. Or I 
saw all the stuff that you guys did. How did you do 
that?" And actually it's interesting, Jim, that's where 
I'm not qualified from a nuts and bolts perspective 
to tell people exactly what we did and how we did 
it and all that. And that's why to me it was really 
important to do the advancing equality calculator, 
and not again, have it be a marketing tool.

Because I was just hearing from so many people, 
"What can we do? How can we learn? How do we 
know?" When we got our economists to help us 
work on it with, obviously the team at the female 
quotient, there was a lot of energy around it. And it 
was just like, "This is a free tool, go use it." So now 
when people call and say, "Hey, what did you guys 
do? How did you do it ...?" My answer is, go use the 
tool, because that first arms you with the 
knowledge, let's just start with what the table stakes 
are. What at the very baseline do you know? Do you 
even know if you have a pay equity issue in your 
company? You may, you may not, who knows.

This really helps you move forward and try to find a 
solution, but it's been across the board people 
interested. And interestingly enough, Jim, not just 
interested in what we did, but more interested in as 
a marketer. Again, I think I said this earlier, how did 
you get that through? How did you get people to 
allow you to make a national campaign about it? 
Which was certainly not easy, but we were able to 
do it.

JS: So the advice that you typically give them, is it 
what you just gave us: prioritize, be transparent, 
measure it, don't stop?

CH: Yes.

JS: Use the female quotient, that's the advice you 
give the CMOs when they call?

CH: Yeah. Those are the four things as the advice I 
give them. The last thing I would say, and this is not 
for pay equity, just only for pay equity, but I would 
say in general, anyone that does call and ask about 
whatever it is, the authenticity is really critical too. 
We have long been an advocate of women and of 
moms and helping. As a firm, and so for us, this was 
kind of a natural extension, but those are broadly 
the four things I will always say.

JS: How did you get the campaign through, Carla?

CH: A lot of sweat and tears, Jim, you know how 
these things go.

I don't know if some folks will nod their heads, but 
Citi is a firm that doesn't do things to pat itself on 
the back. It's one of the things I'm probably most 
proud of to be here for, is that we are a firm that 
does things just because they're the right thing to 
do. And because they align with our values. Very 
rarely are we going to be the ones that are standing 
in front of folks pounding our chests and saying 
how great we are.

There was a real conversation about that. About, 
"Okay, well, we did this and we feel like this is the 
right thing to do. Do we have to do a campaign 
about it? Do we have to pump our chest and say, 
look how great we are?" There was a lot of 
conversation there. Once I got people to reframe 
the issue or reframe what we're solving for, I wasn't 
solving for let's pump our own chest. We did that 
with Mike. We had announced with Mike, the CEO 
of the company at the time at Davos, that we had 
these numbers and we had put a commitment. 
There's no louder megaphone than that.

But for me, I reframed it and it was like, "No guys, 
it's not about Citi, it's actually about a broader 
conversation." And I think when we did that is when 
people started to kind of say, "Oh, wait a minute, 
you might be onto something." I will tell you, the 
other thing that was really important was internally. 
Internally I felt like it was really important to talk to 
our people and to make them proud of what we've 
done. So part of my job is not just external 
marketing, it's internal as well. We felt like this was a 
really big opportunity to get over 200,000 people 
really proud of the work that we are doing as a firm, 

again, to impact society and to drive progress in 
society, as opposed to just do a campaign.

I felt it was really important for that, but it was not 
easy and not because people didn't think that it 
was a good thing to do. It was not easy because 
people were like, "Can't we just do this and change 
the world without telling millions of people?"

JS: If our listeners haven't seen the campaign, 
where can they find it—YouTube?

CH: Yeah. They can go to YouTube. Yep. The 
campaign's called “The Moment.”

JS: I've read about your initiative that came out of 
this transparency about the pay gap. I think you call 
it “Women Leading Citi”. That seems to be working 
in terms of addressing this issue. Could you say a 
little bit about what that is and why it's working?

CH: We have a very robust Citi women initiative, 
employee resource group, whatever you want to 
call it. I think that folks are really, really engaged, 
and it's not just women who are engaged, and I 
think that's where it really works, is when you've got 
allies that help drive the change and drive the 
conversation. And so, from that perspective, it's 
because there is, number one, prioritization from 
the top that it's really important. And number two, 
because we bring in different perspectives and 
different points of views and allies that help shape a 
lot of the programs and a lot of the discussions that 
we have.

JS: I want to talk about your specific role, Carla, in 
all of this. You're a CMO, and I'd like to hear how 
you worked with others in the C-suite to drive 
change and drive progress on this issue and pay 
equity with women and with US minorities.

CH: Again, I'm privileged that marketing at Citi has 
a seat at the table and that because we are the 
voice of the consumer, because we are probably 
the most curious of the functions, we bring in a lot 
of knowledge. I try as much as I can, without feeling 
like our team is being arrogant or trying to one up 
anyone else, we try to make people smarter. We are 
constantly bringing new information, new news, 
studies, et cetera, to help people understand that 

the things that we are doing are meaningful, they 
are important to what's going on in culture. They're 
important to what's going on from a consumer 
perspective, and they ultimately will be important 
for the business as well.

And so, the way I work with a lot of the functions is, 
well, there's two ways, and one way is they come to 
us and they say, "Hey, listen, we have ideas. Here's 
some things we want to do. How can you guys 
make this big for us? Or what's the story we want to 
tell around this?" That's one way. And whether it's 
pay equity or other things, that's one way we have 
worked with many of the functions. The other way is 
where we come and say, "Listen, we've got some 
things that we're seeing out here in culture that you 
may not see yet. That's maybe a fringe of an idea 
right now, but let's start thinking about that and 
exploring that together." And again, make them 
smarter and make them the leads. 

Marketing doesn't need to be the lead on 
everything. Marketing doesn't need to be the 
know-it-all on everything. Sometimes it actually is 
more powerful to support from behind and let 
others lead from the front, but arm them with the 
information that they need. And then once they're 
ready, be there to help amplify their story. I've done 
it both ways, whether it's on pay equity or whether 
it's on a lot of other things. Racial equity is a prime 
example. We are doing a tremendous amount of 
work on racial equity as a company with regards to 
not just donations that we make, which we do 
because there's organizations on the ground that 
are doing amazing work, but more importantly, with 
our business models. 

Whether we're increasing home mortgages for the 
Black community, or making sure that we're 
increasing the number of loans we give, et cetera, 
or investing in minority-owned businesses. Those 
are all things that the business is doing. The role 
marketing plays there is helping tell those stories 
and help give them a soul and a heart and not just 
the transactional end of it. There are different ways, 
and the pay equity piece is exactly the same. The 
advancing equality calculator, for example, that was 
something that came from marketing. It was 
something that we said, "Look, we think that there's 
an opportunity here to provide a service to other 
companies so that we can have a broader 
conversation."

But we didn't go do it on our own…And this is 
another thing for those that are listening, the kiss of 
death, particularly in a company the size that we 
are, is, try it on your own. You cannot do this on 
your own. These are big major issues to tackle. You 
have to have HR sitting right there with you, in our 
case, on the calculator, and even on “The Moment” 
campaign, you've got to have employment lawyers 
with you. You've got to have economists sitting with 
you. You've got to make sure that you're looking at 
it from its totality and engaging them early on, so 
that later on down the line, they're not like, "Wait, 
hold on a second. We shouldn't do this. Or is this 
really a legitimate thing or whatever?"

And so I do think that this idea that you can't do it 
on your own, you shouldn't try to do it on your own, 
and sometimes marketing will play a lead role and 
many times marketing won't—and that's okay.

JS: As you look forward, Carla, you've made 
progress on pay equity, you're tackling some deep 
issues in racial equity and with your reach and the 
kind of communities you serve, that feels like such 
an important one. Are those going to be the two 
pillars or are there other efforts Citi is embracing as 
you move forward on DE&I?

CH: Yeah, there are other efforts, but again, Jim, all 
consistent with historical values and those 
communities that we've supported. So I spoke a 
little bit about racial equity. There is another: the 
LGBTQ+ community. We have long been advocates 
for the LGBTQ+ community. Last year, we found 

ourselves in another situation where we could 
actually be even more helpful to the community 
and really kind of changed their lives. And so, we 
were the first major US bank to offer transgender 
and nonbinary people the ability to use their 
chosen name on eligible credit cards.

Imagine how many times you’ve said my name right 
now and how many times have I said your name? 
And if you are someone who is living a life without 
the chosen name that you have chosen for yourself, 
and you have no ID to prove it, to legally change 
your name, it costs an insane amount of money and 
all kinds of red tape to go through. Most trans and 
non-binary people, they go their whole life without 
having one piece of ID that has their name on it. 
And so, in conjunction with Mastercard, we 
provided eligible US credit card customers with the 
option to change their name, to use their 
self-identified chosen name on credit cards without 
requiring a legal name change.

It's just so important for us because we know the 
power of being true to yourself. We just feel like 
customers should have the opportunity to be called 
by the name that they believe represents who they 
really are. For us we see it as more than a feature. 
And this is where we talked a little bit earlier about 
historically DEI has kind of sat on its own, much like 
CSR has sat on its own. We're now seeing it 
become a part of the business. We have for the past 
couple of years, but more and more, we're seeing it 
become a part of the business. So for us, this 
feature is more than a feature. It's the notion that we 
as Citi are putting our weight behind us moving 
and really rethinking the way that business supports 
the trans and nonbinary community.

Over 10,000 people have called in and changed 
their names, 10,000 people. Again, we may think 
that's a small amount given that there are billions of 
people in the world, but 10,000 people's lives are 
going to be changed because a card is going to 
show up at their home that has their chosen name 
on it. I think very few times in your career, do you 
have the chance to do that kind of work that really 
changes people's lives. We had a campaign around 
it last year and the response to it has been 
unbelievable. But again, in the world of trying to be 
authentic, we had, for example, the 

cinematographer was trans, our director of 
photography was a non-binary photographer, was 
also trans, our photographer was non-binary.

I just think that we really tried to be as authentic as 
we possibly could be to the community, because 
you want to help them, but you want to help them 
in the right way and you want to be authentic to 
them and the way that they live their life. I couldn't 
be more proud of that work because I really feel 
like that was changing people's lives through a 
product. To your point earlier about DEI marrying 
with the brand purpose, and then marrying with the 
business—nothing more powerful.

JS: One question I get a lot is, where should I take 
up my point of view? Of all the issues and 
opportunities in DE&I, what stands should we take? 
How vocal? What's your advice to people? 

CH: It is a really tough one. Here's what I would tell 
you the way that at least I approach it, the way that 
Citi approaches it. And we've had many 
conversations about this is, we live in a day and age 
where we can't afford to not take a stand. We just 
can't. The latest Edelman numbers, if I'm not 
mistaken, something like 42 percent of people said 
they're already starting to make decisions on the 
brands that they're buying and bringing into their 
lives based on the values and the actions of a 
brand.

I remember even last year or two years ago, it was 
like, 42 percent of people are thinking about doing 
that. Now it's 42 percent of people are saying, 
"Nope, I'm actively erasing you from my life and 
going to a different brand if your values don't align 
with mine." I think we have to start with, "I'm not 
sure people can stay silent on some issues." Now, 
having said that, I don't think brands should be 
vocal on every issue. I think that brands should 
internalize: What are their values? What do they 
really inherently believe in?

And if you say that you are a company that really 
believes in, everybody gets to be themselves and 
humans should be who they are and you bring your 
authentic self to work and blah, blah, then you 
know what? You better have a perspective and a 
point of view when somebody says, "Oh, this 

person can't do this because of who they are." But 
it has to be true to your values.

If sustainability is something that you don't care 
about and you're off making statements about 
sustainability or you're all of a sudden putting 
investments in those kinds of things, it's going to 
seem like you're doing it because everybody else is 
doing it. I would say, number one, you don't have to 
stand up for every issue. You really don't. I think it's 
hard because people feel like they do nowadays. 
That's what I would say is number one.

Number two I would say, when you do stand for an 
issue, it's got to be consistent with your values. It 
really does have to be. There's so many things that 
come my way, not just in the world of DEI, but in 
other things that the team says, "We should support 
this." And the answer is, we should support it, or it 
would be nice to support it, but should we support 
it? Is it consistent with who we are? Have we been 
supporting it for years? And that's not to say that 
you don't wake up one day and say, yep, that's 
consistent with our values, we haven't supported it, 
so now we're going to. I think that's okay as well.

But the idea of staying true and authentic to who 
you are as a brand and what your purpose is and 
what your mission is, and what the values are, and 
really kind of digging deep and asking yourself 
that, and then saying, "Okay, we'll stand for these 
issues,” but then you've got to stand for them. You 
can't be wishy-washy, you can't dip your toe. It's got 
to be something that you have a perspective and a 
point of view on, knowing that in any situation that 
you take a point of view on, someone is going to 
come and say, "I don't like that you took that point 
of view. I don't like that, and I may leave because 
you're supporting trans people."
Well, okay. That's consistent with our values as a 
firm. We believe that it's the right thing to do. I'm 
sorry that you don't feel like it is. You have to be 
willing to deal with the downfall of it so long as you 
are convicted that it's aligned with your values.

JS: Do you have any DE&I failure that you would 
highlight?

CH: Oh goodness.

JS: Because it's a good point. We like to talk about 
our successes and our victories. We've all had 
issues and problems and areas we didn't solve in 
our careers. Is there one you would highlight and 
more importantly, the learning from it?

CH: I feel like I have to think about that a little bit 
more because you're right, we don't dig deep into 
saying like, "Where was that failure?" Actually, I 
have one, it's less about my intention versus my 
impact. And it's more about going back to what you 
said earlier, which is, how do you work with others? 
We've heard so much about the awful, awful racism 
around our AAPI community here in the US. And we 
really wanted to say something about it. My team 
did, and we had a beautiful campaign. We have a 
beautiful campaign, it's launching this week, and 
gorgeous. It basically shows a situation and gives 
our point of view. Right? And that we stand up 
against racism of the community, and that it's not 
acceptable.

What we didn't do is we didn't pay attention to, 
where are the proof points? And we have them, we 
have them all around. So it's not like we didn't have 
the proof points, but it's that we just didn't meet 
with people early enough to be able to say, "How 
can we integrate those proof points into the 
campaign?" We eventually have done that, but the 
point is that we had to jump through hoops to do 
that. That's where I would say pause for a second, 
be thoughtful, don't be in a haste to get something 
out that is beautiful and that you're proud of, but 
think about the totality of the message, the totality 
of what you're putting out there in the world.

I'd call it a failure, not because we weren't able to 
ultimately do what we wanted to do, but because it 
took a lot more time, and we could have been out 
earlier with our message and we could have 
avoided the, "Oh my gosh, we didn't talk to enough 
people in the firm to get the proof points of what 
we're saying here." I think there's examples like 
that. Again, I'm sure there'll be others, but that's 
one that comes to mind now, because it's very 
recent.

JS: Carla, one sentence on the hope that you have 
that Citi and your team will make in this world, 
through your DE&I efforts.

CH: I hope that we are able to use our platform and 
the size of our organization and the power of our 
brand to really engage, include and empower 
everyone who wants to be at the table to be able to 
make a real meaningful change, not only to our 
business, but also to communities at large.

JS: That was one sentence and it was a long one 
and a great one. Thank you, Carla.

CH: Thank you. I really, really appreciate you, Jim. 
Thank you for inviting me.

JS: That was my conversation with Carla Hassan. 
Three takeaways from this episode for your 
business and life. 

First one: Progress on DE&I takes a village with 
every villager involved. Carla talks about how Citi 
involves all of its departments in their DE&I 
initiatives. They want to have all of their 
departments working and talking about how they 
can drive progress against their DE&I goals. This 
especially includes bringing HR into conversations 
about recruiting a diverse group of eligible 
employees, and to be sure that there is a diverse 
set of candidates for every job opening.

Second takeaway: Management's job is to ensure 
there are clear DE&I objectives for the business and 
communicating those over and over again to their 
associates. 

Third takeaway: One important job marketing has 
in DE&I is to make sure the public knows that your 
company is not only hearing people asking for the 
changes, but to show you are making real changes 
in your DE&I initiatives and you are acting on your 
promises.
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"I HOPE WE'RE ABLE TO USE THE 
PLATFORM WE HAVE, THE BRAND 
WE HAVE, THE GLOBAL NATURE OF 
OUR BUSINESS TO BRING PEOPLE 
IN WHO HAVE DIFFERENT 
PERSPECTIVES, DIVERSITY OF 
THINKING, DIVERSITY OF THEIR 
JOURNEYS. TO MAKE SURE THEY 
FEEL LIKE THEY'RE INCLUDED AND 
HAVE A VOICE IN THE 
CONVERSATION AND THE 
SOLUTIONS WE ARE PROVIDING.”



DE&I SHOULD BE FOCUSED 
ON DRIVING PEOPLE 

TOWARDS THEIR 
PASSIONS, TOWARDS 

THEIR PURPOSE 
ACCORDING TO THE 

SKILLS THAT THEY HAVE 
AND CAN EXPRESS ON A 

DAILY BASIS.

“

KWASI MITCHELL
Chief Purpose Officer | Deloitte

EPISODE 2



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 

"IF WE THINK ABOUT PROVIDING 
OPPORTUNITY TO YOUTH WHO 
DO NOT HAVE THE SAME LEVEL 
OF ACCESS AS OTHERS, 
EDUCATION AND WORKFORCE 
DEVELOPMENT FOR ME HAS 
BEEN WHERE IT'S AT, WHICH IS 
WHY I DEDICATED SO MUCH 
TIME AND ENERGY FOR IT 
THROUGHOUT THE COURSE OF 
MY CAREER."
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.

"ALL ORGANIZATIONS, 
PARTICULARLY CMOS, ARE 
STARTING TO THINK MORE 
AND MORE ABOUT PURPOSE 
AND HOW THAT ALIGNS TO 
THEIR BRANDING AND 
MESSAGING."



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.

"WHEN PEOPLE ARE TALKING 
ABOUT THEIR PURPOSE, THEY 
NEED TO DEFINE WHAT ARE THE 
CORE VALUES OR 
COMMITMENTS THAT THEY 
DETERMINE ARE FUNDAMENTAL 
TO WHO THEY ARE AS AN 
ORGANIZATION."



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.

"THE CONTINUING 
INJUSTICE OR LACK OF 
EQUITY IN THE WORLD 
REALLY DRIVES ME."



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.

"I THINK WHAT'S GOING TO 
HAPPEN, WHICH IS 
PHENOMENAL BECAUSE IT'S 
ALREADY IN FLIGHT NOW, 
ARE COALITIONS BEING 
FORMED THAT ARE TRYING 
TO TACKLE DIFFERENT, 
DISTINCT ASPECTS OF DE&I 
IN AND OF THEMSELVES."



JIM STENGEL: My guest today is Kwasi Mitchell, 
the Chief Purpose Officer for Deloitte. Kwasi is 
responsible for making sure that Deloitte is making 
progress with its commitment to DE&I. He's also 
accountable for Deloitte's goals in sustainability 
and climate change. In this conversation, Kwasi and 
I talk about how he’s engaging his team and how 
he and his team advised companies to use their 
corporate purpose to inform their DE&I initiatives 
and decisions. Kwasi also talks about leadership 
challenges today, and on the optimistic side, how 
companies can create solutions to address systemic 
issues in business and society. 

Here is my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 

Kwasi, welcome to The CMO Podcast. This is a first 
on a few levels. You are the first Chief Purpose 
Officer we've ever had on the podcast. We're here 
to talk about purpose and DE&I. I want to start this 
conversation with your job scope, which is just 
amazing. You look over Deloitte's strategy in 
diversity, equality, and inclusion, sustainability and 
climate change, and education and workforce 
development. I mean, wow. And Deloitte's a big 
organization. 

KWASI MITCHELL: Exactly. 

JS: One of the biggest in the world. So the first 
question is, what  drew you to this career path? I 
suspect you're the first Chief Purpose Officer at 
Deloitte? 

KM: Correct.

JS: So tell us a little bit about your path to this most 
amazing job  scope and responsibility in a very 
important organization.

KM: It's really fascinating because there's no 
one-size-fits-all with respect to Chief Purpose 
Officer. And, as you mentioned, it's a unique title. 
It's relatively new. It's evolving in numerous areas, 
and you see people who have my title, or effectively 
have equivalent roles, have a variety of different 
backgrounds. For me, what was interesting is that 
since making Principal within our firm, I've had a 
series of roles that directly engage with our people. 
At one point in time, I led diversity, equity, inclusion 

for our consulting practice, which is well over 
50,000 people within the U.S. In addition to that, I 
had been our champion at the firm-wide level for 
education workforce development, and that's 
something that's been near and dear to my heart, 
just because of the work that we do there.

I mean, I was raised by my mother and my 
grandparents. I'm one of nine. And when I think 
about the work that we do from an education and 
workforce development standpoint, there are 
interventions that I had when I was in my youth that 
led me to being here today. And so when I've been 
asked by people like, "How do we create more 
Kwasi Mitchells?" Which I say, that's a terrible idea. 
My wife would not want more Kwasi Mitchells 
running around the planet. But if we think about 
providing opportunity to youth who do not have 
the same level of access as others, education and 
workforce development for me has been where it's 
at, which is why I dedicated so much time and 
energy for it throughout the course of my career.

And then lastly, when we thought about 
sustainability, who better to think through different 
aspects of our leadership in these areas than 
someone who had previously worked in the energy 
industry, which is what I did prior to joining the firm. 
So when we thought about that in totality of leaders 
within the firm who had had exposure to a variety of 
different things—I believe that was the reason my 
resume ended up moving to the top of the pile. 
And also knowing that in my prior diversity, equity 
and inclusion role, I led that work after the murder 
of George Floyd, and then the social awakening 
that then came shortly thereafter. So in many 
respects, Jim, I think the thinking was, if you can 
stand under that spotlight and run that gauntlet and 
lead us to a vision for what we should be doing as a 
practice, that purpose makes natural sense as well.

JS: You're already going here, but I'd like you to 
click down on that  a little bit, Kwasi. Could you 
speak a bit more about why DE&I is so very 
personal to you and why it's important to you? 

KM: Outside of being a Black man in and of itself, 
Jim, what was really fascinating is when I made 
Principal within the firm, I had a partner who, 
different part of our business, probably a year or 
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two out from retirement, whom I had been 
interacting with for  probably five to six years, come 
up to me and say, "You making  Principal within this 
firm truly matters because it means that  the things 
we have been doing, we're getting some of them 
right." And he said, "I fundamentally don't believe 
that we're ready to embrace the challenges of the 
future of this profession unless we can make more 
people who look different than me," and he was 
Caucasian, "And you are helping me to get a lot of 
confidence and faith that we're on the right path." 

I think, in many respects, for me, diversity, equity 
and  inclusion is important because of what we 
know diverse teams bring to innovation, to growth, 
to really being the fuel for the future, particularly 
when we're recruiting talent, so that they under-
stand we don't have a cookie-cutter structure to our 
partnership, or conversely, to the way that we think 
about aspects of professional services in and of 
themselves. 

Now, there's that. The other key piece is just equity, 
right? As you know, given the numerous areas 
you've lived around the world, the access that 
different people have to family-sustaining careers, 
where they find meaning in their work every day, 
where they can come home and be proud when 
they're sitting across from their partners and their 
children—there's just not enough of that. And to me, 

diversity, equity and inclusion is key for leveling that 
playing field and bringing more people in to being 
able to embrace the prosperity that capitalism 
affords on a daily basis when we're thoughtful 
about being inclusive.
 
JS: Your job scope, which we went through a 
moment ago, is just  so broad. Every one of those 
areas is important for the world, and for your firm, 
and for your clients. Lots of CMOs have a big job 
scope. Yours is bigger than most. Where do you 
focus? How do you decide which of those areas 
you're spending your personal, precious time, and 
your team's personal, precious time? 

KM: It changes on a daily basis of what I spend 
time on, but what I've found to be my guiding 
principle overall, Jim, is that I have great leaders in 
charge of each one of those pillars that you laid out, 
phenomenal leaders within the firm. And so what I 
focused on is, what are the intersections where we 
can make substantial impact that's beyond just one 
core area? For example, what's that intersection 
between diversity, equity, inclusion, training the 
next workforce of, let's say, accounting profession-
als, or conversely, diversity, equity, inclusion using 
workforce development to change the next genera-
tion of future environmental engineers. And so 
that's the core notion of where I spend my time. The 
other thing that I spend the core aspects of my time 
on is really thinking through what are the pivots that 
we need to make as a firm to truly be a purpose 
driven and responsible enterprise? 

And so it can take a number of distinct, I would say, 
activities on a daily basis, but one of the areas that 
I've really focused my last three or so months on is, 
how do we use our voice and our resources more 
broadly to have a broader impact on society, 
especially given the polarized political environment 
that we're in on a daily basis? So when does 
Deloitte, in our voice or our resources, bring a 
unique perspective that isn't already out there? And 
what do we say yes and no to when it's time for us 
to make some key decisions there?
 
JS: You're bringing up, I would say, one of the most 
frequently asked questions I've gotten over the last 
year from senior leaders and CMOs is what, when, 
and how do I find my voice for my company and my 

brand? You're in the middle of that. Your point of 
view is as strong as anyone's, I'm sure. What's your 
counsel to your peers within Deloitte and your 
clients on when and how to take a point of view on 
the many issues that are challenging us? There's no 
shortage of good and substantial issues to try to 
make an impact on as a business. How do you 
counsel them? 

KM: It's interesting, because I love your point. 
There are so many issues out there that are mean-
ingful, that impact individual people on a daily 
basis. So the key is not saying this  issue is more 
important than another, because that's not my  
decision to make, I feel, in my particular role. The 
real  considerations that go into how we use our 
voice, which I feel is our most precious thing behind 
our people, and your voice is inherently tied to your 
brand. And so when you're thinking through that, 
first and foremost is, is it aligned to our core  values 
as an organization? If it's not, steer clear of it. The 
other key consideration that we have is do our 
internal and external stakeholders really meaning-
fully care about this issue?

And what's challenging with so many professionals 
in roles such as mine, is that you may receive two or 
three emails or two or three calls on a specific issue. 
How do you know when there's a tipping point, 
such that you're not only hearing from a vocal 
minority, but it's something that really energizes 
and is key to a critical mass of your talent overall, 
and ultimately, the people that you work with on a 
daily basis? And one other key consideration for us, 
and this is the one that I think so many people 
struggle with because, as you said, we're the largest 
professional services firm in the world, but can we 
meaningfully influence an issue? And it's hard to 
separate, "Hey, if we set our mind to it, could we do 
some good things?" That's entirely different than, 
"Can we meaningfully move the ball forward in a 
way that's unique to us as an organization for many 
others?" So those are three of the considerations 
that we generally put out there, in addition to some 
other nuances dependent upon the situation. 

JS: You've been a Deloitte about 15 years, and I'd 
like you to reflect a bit on how purpose within 
Deloitte has evolved since you joined the firm. And 
then the second part of this question: How have 

you seen purpose evolve with the many clients you 
serve?
 
KM: It's fascinating because within Deloitte, we're 
now 176 years old, and founded with the purpose 
of providing faith in financial  markets. And we've 
never lost that, with our auditing and accounting 
background, that we've known that to be true. And I  
would say, as we've grown as an organization, and 
we've thought about the additional services that we 
provide and our other businesses, heavily reliant on 
that very, very proud history. 

I would say what has shifted is historically the 
thinking has been—particularly when you are 
thinking about impact more broadly and social and 
potentially political issues—using and having a 
perspective because historically, we provide 
services to the market. As accountants and auditors, 
we have a fundamental fiduciary responsibility to 
the capital markets. And that is our legacy and that 
is our strength. Now, knowing that being silent on 
issues, being thoughtful about what clients we work 
with in specific ways, and making sure that we live 
that on a daily basis has changed dramatically over 
the last several years. 

Now, when you think about what's taking place 
more broadly,  particularly with some of our clients 
and collaborators and how they're viewing the 
change with respect to purpose, I believe there's 
some outstanding brands that have been rooted in 
purpose since day one. So there's no way to 
dispute it. There's  other great organizations that 
have established brands that are focused around 
different aspects of purpose. 

But what I have seen that's shifted recently is all 
organizations, particularly CMOs, are starting to 
think more and more about  purpose, how that 
aligns to their branding, their messaging, and now 
starting to draw that connection between, how 
does that tie to other things that we're doing within 
the organization so what we project externally 
through our roles, that there's not a huge mismatch 
between what we're doing internally? And in my 
mind, Jim, as CMOs are working more broadly 
within their organizations in the future, I anticipate 
more and more of them to be at the table with their 
DE&I leaders, to be at the table with different parts 

of the broader business, to make sure that there is 
no mismatch at all and they are a well-functioning  
machine internally and externally. 

JS: The challenge so many people have in CMOs is 
they find their purpose, or they refine their purpose, 
or rediscover it. They struggle with bringing it to life 
across the enterprise, and then they struggle with 
measuring it. So you still have lots of challenges, I 
think, on this purpose journey. What have you 
learned within Deloitte on activating your purpose 
across your extremely diverse business and your 
global business? I mean, your challenge is probably 
as high as anyone's. As you said, you're the largest 
services organization in the world. How many 
countries are you in? 160 or something? 

KM: It's probably changed since we started talking. 

JS: So how do you bring it to life? How do you 
activate it? It's so powerful when everyone's going 
in the same direction and they believe in it. What 
have you learned about that? 

KM: The first thing I learned is that there is 
broad-based support for talking about your 
purpose and us living it daily. And that's  really 
been interesting for me, Jim, that there's this notion 
that purpose is something that's driven by millenni-
als, and that our professionals who are closer to 
retirement, that they have  no interest in it, don't 
care about it. And it's not top-of-mind for  them. 
And I've found quite the opposite to be true. The 
most  vocal advocates I've had are people who are 
five years from retirement, and have been with our 
organization for five years, or five years or less. 

And frequently, what they're asking for is pretty 
similar. They  want to leave a legacy and put their 
talents and skills to use in a way that is 
purpose-driven and meaningful. So that's one 
thing—just learning that and beginning to galvanize 
that on a daily  basis so that I am not the sole arbiter 
of purpose within the  organization, but that we 
have a collection of leaders, a  collection of our 
talent, who are reminding so many people that  this 
is something that's critical for them and that really 
should  shape all aspects of our business.
 
To me, I've really focused on how we drive and 
embed purpose into different aspects of business 
on a daily basis. I’ve been heavily focused on the 
life cycle of our talent, how from day one—do you 
understand Deloitte's purpose such that year 10 
into the organization is so integral to what you do 
on a daily basis, how you lead teams, how you talk 
about our work, that it is just natural and you don't 
miss a beat in any way, shape or form? And the 
example I'll give is just how we think through 
someone who leads, let's say, a large technology 
engagement, that when you ask them, "Hey, what 
do you do on a daily basis?" And they're like, "Well, 
I run the project management office for this tech-
nology engagement, with this financial services 
client." 

I'm like, "Nope, that's not the right answer." You 
fundamentally are helping an organization serve 
their clients in such a way that all key financial 
transactions that they make, how they feed their 
children, how they think and invest in their future, 
how they invest in educating themselves further. 
That's what you do. That is the purpose that you're 
driving. And so those are the types to things like, if 
we can get it right, galvanize the interested parties, 
focus on those meaningful interactions on a daily 
basis so that it's embedded in all the things that we 
do that we're elevating and thinking through 
purpose, it's just fundamentally key.
 
JS: So many insights on how to build that into the 
discussions you  have about your talent, who's 
performing well, I don't know  what your system is 
for performance reviews. But do you have  any 
insights for our listeners about acting on the 
company purpose into performance and who gets 
ahead? 

KM: It's an ongoing and evolving challenge. I 
would say without a doubt, several years ago, we 
embedded in our evaluation prtocess, for our 
partners and principals, key items or behaviors that 
we expected for them to demonstrate around 
diversity, equity, inclusion as part of our annual 
evaluation process. And ultimately, we structured 
that around behaviors, not outcomes. And I think 
that that's the key. If you tell people, "Hey, over the 
course of this next  year, I want you to mentor two 
women and two people of color and make sure that 
they're promoted." They would say, "Okay, got my 
marching orders. I did that. I checked the box. I'm 
good.”

But instead structuring around, "Here's the behav-
iors you want  to be demonstrated such that it 
becomes natural." And before  our leaders know it, 
they're mentoring 15 to 20 different people in a 
very, very thoughtful fashion, and really assessing 
that and highlighting them as an example, and 
making sure that they are rewarded for it appropri-
ately for being the leaders that we would like for 
them to be. 

And so those are some of the things that we've 
started to incorporate. We're starting to think about 
that more and more  on purpose, more broadly. 
What outcomes do we want to drive from a sustain-
ability perspective? How do we embed that into our 
evaluation process? What outcomes do we want to 
drive for educating the workforce of the future, and 
really driving  thoughtful considerations around that 
will be key for going  forward. But I like the path 
that we're on. I would say in  many respects, our 
people and our leaders are looking for it  because 
they want that level of transparency, and they want 
to know what outcomes are we driving, what 
behaviors are  acceptable, rather than what's the 
output and give me that very prescriptive answer. 

JS: You mentioned a few moments ago about the 
connection between purpose and DE&I. You have 
both of those in your  scope. I don't hear, frankly, 
enough of our senior marketers and our CMOs 
talking about that explicit connection between 
brand or company purpose and DE&I. Could you 
reflect on that a bit, Kwasi, and talk about how you 
see that connection, and how you talk about it 
within Deloitte and with your clients, about the 

connection with purpose and progress on DE&I?
 
KM: Absolutely. And in my mind, purpose is the 
broader umbrella  that we have, that we move 
forward with. And when people are  talking about 
their purpose, they need to define what are the  
core values or commitments that they determine 
are fundamental to who they are as an organization. 
And that's where DE&I plays in. For me, I think when 
you evaluate, two key trends that are going to 
fundamentally shift the way that we do business for 
the next 10 to 15 to 20 years, and the monumental 
pivots that we need to make as large organizations 
to live it daily, it is in fact diverse, equity, inclusion 
and sustainability. They will permeate all aspects of 
our business, all  aspects of the way that we work in 
the future. And I don't know  if enough people are 
picking up on that today, which is why  we've 
named those two of our core commitments. 

I then would say progress on DE&I…And Jim, if we 
knew how to solve it, if it was an easy problem, we 
would've solved it years ago. And so for me, 
progress really is less about, or not singularly 
focused to are you advancing more people of color, 
and more women, and things of that nature 
because you will have years that you do phenome-
nally well and years that you end up being hit with a 
pandemic, a once-in-a-century event that turns 
around and removes a fair number of our caregiv-
ers from the workforce, so you don't see the prog-
ress with respect to promotion or elevation, for 
example, of women, who, as we all know, they're 
more often than not the preponderance of the 
caregiving activities for families. 

So I think that the key item more so than anything 
else is not so much that we think that it's going to 
be solved shortly—because  it's a multi-year journey 
that we're on—but that we've clearly  established it 
as one of our core values that needs to be  embed-
ded in all aspects of what we do, so that you can 
see on a  year in and year out basis that progress is 
being made in some way, shape or form. 

And one example that I'll give you is that last year, 
we released  our first of its kind DE&I Transparency 
Report. And the  report not only laid out our demo-
graphics within the organization and what we aspire 
to in the future, it laid out our  goals, places that we 
are not that we need to focus more heavily on to 
really drive the impact that we would like to have, 
and provide that vision for the future. So in many 
respects, I think if you have that level of transparen-
cy where people understand where they need to 
lean in, how to embed it into our core process on a 
daily basis, that to me is winning from the stand-
point of DE&I, and how it fundamentally needs to 
be tied to purpose and activation on a daily basis. 

JS: Kwasi, where do you look for inspiration in 
these two areas, sustainability and DE&I? And I 
agree with you, organizations that embrace that 
authentically and do their damn best to make 
progress are going to be the ones that people want 
to join and that are thriving 20 years from now. 
Where do you look for inspiration?  

KM: Two areas that are important to me, our board 
chair and our CEO are phenomenal people. They 
were thinking about these  things years ago, even 
before they were in their current roles.  So I definite-
ly look to those two from an inspiration standpoint 
as to, here's how we're going to move forward, and 
you're going to have the resources and our backing 
to lean in. And in fact, I love making progress and 
love making them proud because if we can live up 
to their expectations, which is what you would want 
in any organization, is that your board and CEO are 
leading from the front and driving this charge, we 
would be in a great, great position. 

The other thing that's really fascinating is, so Jim, I 
probably, I think on a daily basis, I probably look at 
five to seven different news outlets. And I just think 
the continuing injustice or lack of equity in the 

world really drives me. And going back to the point 
that I made earlier with respect to my upbringing, 
each and every day, I get up and think about—is this 
an activity that would provide an opportunity for 
people of my background, such that they could 
become future Chief Purpose Officers in some way, 
shape or form? 

That, to me, is enough of an inspiration. And I 
would be lying if I didn't mention my wife. I know I 
said two, but it's really three. I would be lying if I 
didn't say that my wife thinks that this is the job that 
I was made for, that makes her incredibly proud. 
And every day, I get as many articles from her as to 
like, "Hey, here's an interesting thing that you 
should think about." So those are the three areas 
that drive my inspiration and get me moving on a 
daily basis. 

JS: You were one of nine raised by your mother and 
... You said you had a few interventions that were 
significant to help you be the person you are today 
and in the kind of position you're in today. Could 
you speak a bit about those interventions? 

KM: Yeah. One is interesting. I am an introvert by 
nature. And so I  distinctly remember when I was in 
fourth grade, I was selected  for a mentorship 
tutoring course. It was part mentorship. It was more 
tutoring. My teacher felt that I was falling behind in  
school. And so I was paired with a phenomenal 
mentor who was a chemist by training. So hence, 
that led to some career decisions that I made. But in 
the course of the year, I went from my teacher 
understanding that I was shy and that's why I wasn't 
participating, rather than lack of understanding, 
through this mentorship program. And the 
following year, I was put in an academically talented 
program. And so, but for a mentor giving me two to 

two-and-a-half hours a week and one weekend, 
every four to six weeks, just going to a park, 
watching a movie, just getting that type of attention, 
I would not be where I'm at today. 

When I think about our programming that we have 
in the organization, and when people talk about 
mentorship mattering, it truly does. And it truly 
does fundamentally shift the dynamics of that 
introverted child who just didn't have enough 
attention paid to them, that once they got it, their 
complete worldview changed, their perspectives 
and outlook changed,  and therefore shaped the 
rest of their future. So that's one that's first and 
foremost. 

The other one that I give to you is really about 
sponsorship within an organization. One of my near 
and dear mentors, friends, sponsors, currently leads 
a consulting practice. I have never needed to make 
a decision on my career, not once. And it's always 
been these series of thoughtful discussions that I've 
been able to have within this organization where it's 
like, "Well, the next thing that we're thinking about 
for you, or I think the great opportunity for you to 
have, would be X, Y, and Z." And Jim, it's been 
phenomenal from the standpoint of knowing that 
there's that level of belief in my capabilities and 
future. 

JS: CMOs have such potential voice. The marketing 
channels, the media spending, the partnerships, the 
ambassadors. And in many companies, they are the 
public face of the company. They're  guiding huge 
budgets. So what's your advice to these CMOs 
about their role and the potential to have a big 
influence within DE&I, purpose, sustainability? 
When you sit down and have a coffee with one of 
these people, what sorts of things do you talk about 
with them? 

KM: The understanding that CMOs have of 
customers, alliance partners, and broader trends 
within their industry. That  information is 
phenomenal from the standpoint of being able to 
guide. Do people understand your purpose? Do 
they recognize it? Is it something that differentiates 
you from other organizations? And I think we 
published what we call our Global Marketing 
Trends Report for 2021. And it's things that if you sit 

back and you recognize based upon our studies 
that not only do purpose-driven organizations drive 
growth three times faster than other organizations, 
but in addition to that, they are 40 percent more 
likely to retain talent. And knowing that the CMO 
has  information that is able to differentiate that 
means that they need to have a place at the table 
with respect to purpose.

So from a DE&I standpoint understanding the 
trends—because generally most diversity, equity, 
inclusion leaders are focused internally, and then 
they look at the noise that they hear externally and 
how that impacts their people. They don't have the 
perspective of their clients, and also their buyers, 
such that they can be thoughtful in how you embed 
that into your overarching strategy. And I just think 
more so than anything else, a mismatch between 
the experience that you provide to your people and 
the experience that you project externally is what 
will ultimately be the downfall of many initiatives of 
this nature, which is why we just fundamentally 
need to be more thoughtful and the CMO needs to 
have a voice.

JS: And the CEO, of course. This is a very hard 
question, I know, but if you were to grade the 
marketing function today on their effectiveness in 
inculcating purpose, into their actions and their 
organization's actions, into their agency's actions, 
into  providing the north star for sustainability, for 
diversity, equity,  inclusion, what would that grade 
be? And what's the biggest  one or two things we 
should be doing as a function?
 
KM: It's a great question. And the grade that I 
would give, it's an incomplete, because some of 
these items we've never asked  people to do 
before. And so it's hard to sit back and say how  
we're going to assess you in a specific way when in 
fact, we've never really made that the expectation 
for so many leaders. Now, I think that it's out there, 
and the reason why I say it's incomplete is, there are 
brands and organizations that are doing incredibly 
well because they are purpose-driven through and 
through. They're focused on making the world a 
better place. They can embed it in all aspects of the 
things that they do, from a climate and sustainability 
standpoint. And then there's other large organiza-
tions such as ours, such as the ones that you 

worked for previously, that are just such a monu-
mental series of distinct businesses that having the 
CMOs in those  circumstances were never really 
expected or really, I would say, assessed against 
those qualities. So it's a work in progress and will 
be incomplete.

The two things I do think really matter, and one of 
the things  that I've really appreciated about our 
CMO within Deloitte, is the willingness, always, to A, 
raise her hand to contribute, make sure that we're 
aligned on strategy, and lastly, just keep us firmly 
entrenched on like, "Hey, here's the new campaign 
that we're launching. Here's how it's doing. Here's 
what we're hearing back from people." We just 
launched this survey. Wouldn't you know that what 
we're hearing from our clients, from other leaders 
within organizations, such as CMOs, and so on and 
so forth, all fundamentally think of purpose as a 
top-five agenda item. That type of collaboration on 
a daily basis with your chief purpose officer, your 
chief sustainability officer, your DE&I officer is just 
key. And the more that we do that, the better that 
we will be in the future. 

JS: What do you think, if we look out five years from 
now, DE&I will  look like, and what will our challeng-
es be then? Do you think  they will be the same? Or 
do you think something will be different?

KM: They'll be different. I think what's going to 
happen, which is  phenomenal because it's already 
in flight now, are coalitions being formed that are 
trying to tackle different, distinct aspects of DE&I in 
and of themselves. So we are participating, or we're 
one of the founders, of a coalition called OneTen, 
which is  focused on providing 1 million Black 
professionals family-sustaining jobs within 10 years. 
It's a great list of organizations. I believe it's close to 
50 different organizations now. And it has a specific 
focus on professionals who have less than a 
four-year college degree, so the people who truly 
could get left behind as we think about the work-
force of the future. And so I anticipate that we'll see 
more coalitions of that nature that are pulling 
together 40, 50 organizations such that they can 
tackle some of these systemic issues in and of 
themselves as a group, rather than trying to do it 
individually, which led us to where we've always 
been. And I don't think is going to yield different 
results. 

Now the challenge, in my mind, that's going to 
evolve is that we're going to do a great job of 
identifying talent, bringing them into organizations. 
And we're going to look back three, four, five years 
from now. And the question is going to be, how  
great were we at retaining that talent, and how 
great were we at creating inclusive environments 
for our teams, such that we have access to that 
innovation, to that growth potential that diversity 
brings us? And that's where things are going to get 
messy because, Jim, I think the thing that people 
forget—it's great to have a diverse team. It doesn't 
mean that you're going to be hitting the ground 
running on day one. In fact, you might go through a 
series of challenges because you do have so many 
differing opinions, perspectives, thoughts, that you 
really need to normalize that, create an inclusive 
environment, so people can really contribute. And 
then you really reap the benefits of building those 
diverse teams. 

So that's what I feel like we're going to see three, 
four, five  years from now. And ultimately, what I 
truly hope, there's frequently this notion that DE&I 
is a zero sum game, that if we focus on our Black 
professionals, that means that we're not  focusing 
on our women or our Hispanic and Latino commu-
nity.  And that's just fundamentally not true. If you 
think about the interventions that we provide and 
the things that we do as  an organization, they not 
only benefit the subsections of the communities 

that you focus on, but it provides an opportunity  
for others. 

One example was probably five or six years ago, I 
was part of a leadership development program. 
Actually, it's  probably longer than that, Jim, I'm just 
getting old these days. But I was part of this leader-
ship development program that at that particular 
point in time was focused on our Black  profession-
als. We've since taken that particular program and 
expanded across all of our professionals because 
we were so  successful with our Black professionals, 
that we decided it  fundamentally needed to be 
embedded in the way that we groom and grow all 
of our future leaders within the firm. And  that being 
said, that's what plays out when you focus on DE&I, 
rather than it benefiting one community and one 
community  only. 

JS: Absolutely. Kwasi, thank you for this wonderful 
discussion. It  was good on so many levels. You've 
been very generous with  your wisdom and your 
experiences and your passions. So thank you for 
just a terrific discussion. 

KM: Thank you, Jim. It's been a true pleasure. 

JS: That was my conversation with Kwasi Mitchell. 
And this episode had loads of lessons on activating 
DE&I in any business, large or  small. Three 
takeaways for your business and life: 
First, DE&I is not a generational thing. Most people, 
most workers of all ages, want diversity of all kinds 
where they work. It makes for a richer life and better 
business. 

Second takeaway: Here's a great idea on how to 
measure DE&I progress. Put it in performance 
reviews and base it on trying new things, trying new 
initiatives, not just the results of the tests. Measure 
how many initiatives are put into the market. 

Third takeaway: How important a roadmap is for the 
C-suite. The roadmap has to include actions in the 
corporate culture, marketing efforts, and communi-
cation to the general public.
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JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 
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our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

"AM I MAKING AN IMPACT 
IN THE WORLD AND HOW 
AM I DOING THAT? HOW AM 
I USING MY VOICE TO MAKE 
THAT IMPACT AND HOW AM 
I CONTRIBUTING TO MY 
COMMUNITY IN A WAY THAT 
I'LL BE PROUD OF?"
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our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

"I'M THINKING MORE ABOUT 
THE LEGACY THAT I LEAVE 
AND HOW I CREATE 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR PEOPLE 
TO COME AND MAKE REAL 
CHANGE BEHIND ME."

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

"SOME CONSUMERS AND 
SOME EMPLOYEES, IN MY 
OPINION, QUITE RIGHTLY 
CONSIDER THEMSELVES
ACTIVISTS."

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

"IT'S ABOUT DIVERSITY OF 
PERSPECTIVE, BUT IT'S 
ALSO BACKING IT WITH 
INSIGHTS AND DATA AND 
VALIDATION."

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

"HUMANS DON'T 
SPEAK DATA, THEY 
SPEAK STORIES."

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guests on this episode of our 
DE&I Mini-Series are Charisse Hughes, the SVP and 
Global Chief Marketing Officer  at the Kellogg’s 
company. Kellogg's portfolio is made up of some of 
America's favorite breakfast cereal brands—you 
know them—Cornflakes and Fruit Loops are a few of 
them, as well as snacks like Pop-Tarts and Pringles. 
Also joining me for this episode is Stacy Kemp, 
Principal at Deloitte in marketing and customer 
strategy.  

In this episode, Charisse talks about the promising 
efforts at Kellogg's and DE&I, and how she is 
challenging everyone in the Kellogg’s 
ecosystem—including all of their suppliers and 
partners—to make explicit their DE&I goals and 
agenda. Here is my enlightening and inspiring 
conversation with Charisse and Stacy.  

Welcome, Charisse and Stacy to The CMO Podcast. 
Since we're going to be talking Kellogg's and other 
things today, I have to say, what did we all have for 
breakfast this morning? Charisse, starting with you. 

CHARISSE HUGHES: I had some hot, delicious 
coffee and a bowl of Special K.
 
JS: Oh, perfect. Stacy, can you top that? 

STACY KEMP: I don't know if I can top that. I will 
meet it with a coffee, and maybe several, cups of 
coffee. I had an amazing weekend with friends and 
so we definitely had our fair share of food and 
some wonderful wine. So I'm feeling like I need to 
maybe lay off the intake for just a few hours this 
morning to level everything out.

JS: Sounds good. Well, you two are not strangers. 
So I want to start with how you two met. Stacy, 
maybe we can hear your story,  and Charisse, let's 
see if you can confirm it. 

SK: Well, it's ... Gosh, it's probably going on ... is it a 
year now, Charisse? I'm not sure. 
CH: Almost a year, Stacy. Time flies.  

SK: I tell you, it does. Well, I had the joy of being 
able to help  facilitate a transition lab for Charisse. 
One of the things we like to do as part of our CMO 
program is when executives are in a moment of 

transition, to help them take a couple of days to 
really focus on themselves, and how do they want 
to set the table for this chapter of their career? And 
given my background in retail and consumer 
products, it made sense for  me to participate in this 
one, but I hadn't had a chance to meet Charisse 
before. So we spent two days via Zoom together, 
and it was probably one of my favorite ever, 
Charisse, I have to say. It was really special. 

CH: Oh, thank you, Stacy. It was such a delight to 
meet Stacy. And in  fact, Stacy, as well as a woman 
that I'd worked with in the past,  Jennifer Kaplan at 
Estée Lauder, helped to facilitate the CMO learning 
lab and transition lab for me, which I have to say 
really helped me to get my thoughts in order and to 
frame the agenda, and what I felt were the priorities 
to tackle over my time here at Kellogg's. And also 
just to remind me of how I got to the seat and to be 
very intentional about how I develop my agenda 
and how we go forward with my team, with my key 
stakeholders, and continuing to focus on really 
expanding that agenda successfully. 

JS: It's fantastic. I love the metaphor you used 
about setting the  table and taking some time to 
reflect. God, we just don't do  enough of that. And 
certainly a theme in this podcast is people trying to 
take more time for reflection. I was just cleaning out 
my office and came across a workshop that I 
experienced at P&G. And it was all about the arc of 
your life, and what were the high points, the low 
points, and what brought you to here, and what's 
the meaning of that? Kind of heavy stuff, but so 
meaningful and so helpful for setting the table for 
the next chapter. 

Well, we are here to talk about DE&I today. And I 
would like to start with a very fundamental 
question. Why for both of you, for each of you, is 
this personally important? And Charisse, I'd like you 
to start.

CH: I'd love to start. Well, I'm a woman of color and 
I have spent the  last 20 plus years of my career on 
this journey. And I think it's quite inadvertent 
because it was who I am, versus where we are today 
and how the world has changed over the last year. I 
started my career at Avon and then I went to Estée 
Lauder, and I think about how we added diversity to 

our skincare products  and we hired Joan Smalls, 
who was the first African American and Puerto Rican 
spokesmodel, which was really important back 
then, to diversify the brand and to introduce Estée 
Lauder to a younger generation of consumers. And 
then fast-forward to the work at Pandora, which was 
very similar because they were losing relevance. If 
you go into a store at Pandora, you go into a 
Chicago store or a New York City store, and you see 
these diverse populations, we just weren't talking to 
them. 

So I introduced Ciara, who is an African American 
woman  married to Russell Wilson, then Shakira, 
who is Latina or Latinx, as we're terming it 
nowadays. I've been on this journey my entire 
career. But, I guess, the moment in time that  
happened in 2020 with the pandemic, of course, 
the murder of  George Floyd, and me having a 
really important birthday, all converged into me 
asking myself a really important question, which is, 
am I making an impact in the world and how am I 
doing that? How am I using my voice to make that 
impact and how am I contributing to my community 
in a way that I'll be proud of, that my ancestors will 
be proud of, my grandmother, my mother? And so 
one of the things that it triggered for me is, how are 
you doing that in your everyday life, in your work, 
which is where you spend so much of your time?
 
So I started to have these reflective moments, if you 
will, and with that, I started conversations with 
Kellogg’s, and I immediately discovered the 
alignment. You know in the back  of your mind that 
this company is all about inclusion. And also they're 
tackling a really important issue, which is food  
insecurity, which really affects me personally, but 
also affects  my community. And so for me, those 
two aspects of the  purpose of this company really 
meant so much to me and  aligned so closely with 
my values that I said, this is the work that I should 
be doing. This is how I can make a difference in my 
life. And so that's how I arrived at Kellogg's and 
that's how and why DE&I is so important to me. 

JS: Stacy, I'm going to get you in a moment, but I 
want to follow up while we're on this with Charisse. 
You talked about the consumer brands you worked 
with, you talked about the decision to go to 
Kellogg's as you were reflecting about your life and 

the impact you want to make. What was the catalyst 
for you to say yes to Kellogg's about a year ago and 
why did you decide to take this global CMO role? 
Was it what you felt in the culture about making an 
impact and about purpose, and about your 
alignment of your personal purpose on the 
company’s? 

CH: Yes. We had all been tested. We were all 
challenged. We were all feeling this level of 
empathy, but we also felt a burning desire to make 
an impact and to contribute to that in a really 
meaningful and profound way. And for me, I'm a 
marketer. I believe in speaking to all consumers and 
being inclusive in that message. And there are a lot 
of different ways that we can do that. But like I said, 
the spirit and the essence of what Kellogg's stood 
for and stands for and has over the 115 years that 
it's been in existence, makes it a company that is 
committed to inclusion, but also really focused on 
providing a seat at the table for everyone. And for 
me, that matters. It's deeply relevant, it's personal, it 
affects my community, and that was the trigger for 
me. I also had a conversation with our Chief 
Diversity Officer. She's a woman of color and I felt 
that there was authenticity in the company, and that 
they were truly committed. So it wasn't just lip 
service, but it was manifesting itself in people who 
were representing the company. And so that was 
also really profound and important. 

JS: Stacy, I'll turn it to you and I'll go back to the 

question. That was  great, Charisse. Thank you. Why 
is this personally important for you? 

SK: For so many reasons, many I share ... albeit with 
a different perspective and with a different journey 
than Charisse has had, but similar themes for sure. 
It's interesting, I don't consider myself to be old, 
but I think I'm really realizing I'm getting to that side 
of things versus the other side of things. And when I 
think back on when I started, it was not unusual for 
people to have performance evaluations done in a 
gentleman's club when I started working. And so 
when you think about that, we've made a lot of 
progress. I mean, clearly there's a long way to go, 
but it's an interesting perspective. I've had the 
opportunity to work obviously here in North 
America, but equally I spent 10 years in Europe, 
primarily in London and also in Asia. It wasn't 
necessarily a path that I charted for myself, but 
when the opportunities came up, I was able to grab 
them with both hands. And that just gave me a 
different perspective. And then coming back to 
North America in my mid-thirties, I was dissatisfied 
with the lack of embracing different points of view,  
coming at things with a primarily male, elite kind of 
point of  view, particularly in the work that I do, we 
have a lot of folks  that went to Ivy League schools 
and did all these sorts of things.  

And I've always felt a little other. I graduated with 
an English  literature degree. I had never opened a 
Microsoft product until I arrived in a business 
environment. And so now that I'm here,  I'm moving 
into that place where I'm thinking more about the  
legacy that I leave and how I create opportunities 
for people to  come and make real change behind 
me, and being able to  leverage what it feels like to 
always be working hard to fit other people's molds 
of what communication looks like, or what success 
looks like, or what an argument looks like. It's 
inspiring for me to hopefully be able to leave a 
legacy that will make a difference, so that the young 
English literature major that starts now, will not feel 
so other and be able to participate in the same 
worlds that I do, but not necessarily always have to 
turn herself or himself inside out to meet a mold 
that does not include a lot of different points of 
view.

JS: One question about a topic we just talked 

about a few minutes  ago, and that is how you two 
worked together on Charisse's  agenda at 
Kellogg's, a time of reflection and setting a table, if  
you will. Charisse, what's one takeaway or 
resolution that you took away from that few days of 
stepping back, as you thought about the impact 
you wanted to make? 

CH: I think probably the biggest was that I'm at a 
point in my career where I'm super intentional and I 
really need to reflect that. And it was so incredibly, 
almost cathartic. It was a little bit like ... almost like 
therapy, really talking through what I saw as the 
opportunities for the company—which are many. 
We've been around for so long and I think that our 
culture is one that is really inclusive and warm and 
Midwestern, but I also felt that we’re a little bit gun 
shy. And so thinking about my desire to help to 
drive growth and to really be bold in the agenda 
was very exciting, but also a little bit scary, frankly, 
because the culture is one of a little bit more 
measured and cautious. And so how do we square 
that circle and how do I ignite within me and use 
myself as a catalyst to inspire that sort of energy 
and excitement? And that's really what marketers 
do. We're the ambassadors for our brands and 
companies, and we can light that fire, provide that 
inspiration. And so that was probably the most 
important, but also challenging and a little bit scary. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a bit into 
representation and DE&I, which is the major focus 
of our chat today. And that's a big word, 
representation, and so is DE&I, and it means 
different things to different people. I just want you 
to personalize it a bit, get a bit more granular, and 
Charisse, I'll start with you and then turn it to Stacy. 
How do you talk about representation with your 

teams? How do you make that concept daily work, a 
philosophy, a mentality you bring to what you do 
day in and day out, hour by hour at your company 
and with your partners? 

CH: For me, representation is all about, you value 
me, you see me,  you hear me, you connect with 
me, you empathize with me, you  relate to me. This 
is really hard work and it's also the reason  why 
representation in leadership is so important as well, 
and  throughout the different levels and functions 
within the  organization. I've really wanted and 
impressed upon my team the importance of 
reflecting people's lived experiences. That's what 
we as marketers do. Those are the stories that we 
tell and that we are authentically representing in 
our creative and in our messaging, in our foods 
even. And how does that culture actually play out? 
One of the things that I think we're really trying to 
get to is culture and culture as an authentic means 
of connecting and understanding and relating to 
people. And that's not easy.  

One of the things we've done at Kellogg that I think 
is setting us on that path is we've actually hired two 
chefs in residence. The first one is a Black guy who 
is from my neighborhood in Chicago, Bronzeville. 
But the key point here is that he will start to help us 
understand different cultural moments within the 
Black community and across the world for people 
of color, and help us understand food and the role 
food plays in that culture. And that starts to tell 
stories and create stories and create pathways for 
us to connect with consumers more deeply than we 
would've. So for me, it's all about getting below 
and underneath the surface and underneath the 
covers. It's not just about a face in a marketing 
campaign or a headline. It really is about 
connecting more deeply.
 
The other thing I'll say that we just developed at the 
company is an inclusive marketing program. We 
launched the K-Way of inclusive marketing, and that 
was launched across our global and North America 
teams, and it's starting its way around the globe. 
But the objective was really to help our teams get 
closer to understanding consumers, and what's the 
shopper doing versus the consumer, and how are 
these personas different, and really going beyond 
just what their shopping habits are, or what digital 

they're engaging with, but also like, who are these 
people—creating personas. What do they do? Are 
they faith-based? What sororities are they a part of? 
And what does that mean? What is community 
about for them? Really trying to connect more 
deeply so that we understand and empathize, and 
then can relate to them on a deeper level. 

JS: Just one follow up on that, the K-Way of 
inclusive marketing. That's wonderful. So you've 
tried to set a vision and codified learning, I 
suppose. Can you just share with our listeners, 
because I think it would be very helpful. Is there 
one big pillar in that work, or one big revelation 
that you think will impact Kellogg’s marketing and 
Kellogg’s as a company for the better that our 
listeners could benefit from? That was a long 
sentence. 

CH: I think there are so many insights, but I  think 
the one that blew me away and I'm surprised I 
didn't know going into it, was that we are fast 
approaching this majority minority, but that eight of 
the top 10 cities are already majority minority. And 
so if you aren't thinking about the foods that you're 
offering in those geographies, if you are not 
partnering with the right influencers or 
restaurants…we actually just launched Incogmeato 
and we launched our chicken. And we know one of 
the things that happened during COVID is that 
African Americans actually went to more functional 
foods because they were so negatively impacted, 
or we were so negatively impacted by COVID that 
health became more important. And because of 
that, we partnered for the launch of Incogmeato 
with a woman named Pinky Cole, and she is an 
influencer who also owns a restaurant called The 
Slutty Vegan and is based in Atlanta. We partnered 
with her, we did a food truck, and she took on the 
challenge of cultural relevance for our food and 
helped us introduce new menu items, as well as 
new recipes to reflect how you could incorporate 
Incogmeato into the spicy, fun vegan diet. 

JS: I can see why you took the Kellogg’s job. 
Becoming clearer and clearer as we speak. Stacy, I 
want to flip it back to you and helicopter up above 
Kellogg's and talk about the industry at large. I'd 
like you to talk a little bit about how you would like 
to see representation improve in business, and 

actually more  specifically, in marketing.

SK: Well, it's exciting, Jim, I think in many ways in 
the age of marketing to have a real seat at the table 
with these business  issues. We are seeing the 
benefit of being able to look across sector, across 
industry, the trends of what happens inside 
marketing or with the role of the CMO, and if you 
think of the CMO as a persona that represents, I 
think, the evolution of the domain at large, the role 
of the CMO in marketing is rapidly evolving as it 
has been doing for many years, but the 
responsibility of marketing to really tell the story of 
the enterprise, both to their customer and their 
employee constituencies is really important. I think 
it's obviously for many reasons, but a couple that I 
see really shaping the way marketers are 
approaching this challenge is ... the first is 
consumers and employees are demanding it. It 
even goes so far as I think some consumers and 
some employees, in my opinion, quite rightly 
consider themselves activists, and they believe that 
they can help change the course of a company 
strategy or change the decisions of the C-suite, 
based on their point of view, whether that comes in 
letters or employee surveys or whatever the case 
may be. 
 

When you look at the recent trust work that 
Edelman reviewed, I think for the last 25 years, for 
the first time ever,  businesses are the only trusted 
institution globally, which places a lot of 
responsibility on, what are businesses going to do 
to meet that challenge of the consumer and 
employee constituents? And then the other thing 
that I think is really changing things is the Venn 
diagram between brand and reputation is 
becoming ever more overlapping. 

Before you might see the CMO clearly having 
responsibility for the brand and the articulation of 
the brand in traditional marketing channels, and 
then a corporate affairs-type organization or 
investor relations or regulatory relations would 
handle reputation. The nature of where we are 
societally is forcing those things together, which 
means brand and reputation need to be 
considered as one circle versus two overlapping. 
And it's also asking marketers and their teams to 
work really closely with some parts of the 
organization that they maybe didn't work with 
closely before. The other thing which I think makes 
it incredibly exciting, not only because these skills 
and capabilities are, in my opinion, in some places 
finally being recognized for the value that they 
bring to the organization. Today, the only way to 
unlock pockets of organic growth will be for us to 
increase the size of the pie.

Instead of being in hand-to-hand combat for the 
consumers that live on the edges between brand 
loyalty, why don't we  actually open the opportunity 
for more people to come into our products and 
services, and to your point, Charisse, the share of 
culture that a brand will drive and push forward? So 
at a middle level, Jim, and thank God, because it's 
what I love to do, and working with these 
executives is the reason that I get up every 
morning. I think marketing is going to be leading 
the way strategically from a communication 
perspective, how we think about accessibility 
through supply chain and store locations and all 
these sorts of things, which is a huge responsibility, 
but incredibly exciting, I think. 

JS: I want to come back to diversity, equity and 
inclusion and talk a bit about how to engage the 
entire organization. I don't know how many 
employees you have at Kellogg's, but you have a 
lot, and at Deloitte, you have a lot. And you've 
developed this K-Way of inclusive marketing, I'm 
sure that's part of it. But any lessons, tips, advice for 
engaging everyone in this effort, so that it's theirs, 
they own it, they feel it, they believe in it? That's way 
easier said than done, but I want to know any 
leadership tips from both of you on making sure 
that happens. And Charisse, I'll go back to you on 
this one to start the conversation.  

CH: I think beyond the K-Way of inclusive 
marketing and putting this issue and such an 
important aspect of our purpose at the heart of 
everything we do is the beginning. So the 
conversations that we're having with, as Stacy 
talked about supply chain ... I talked about doing a 
food truck in Atlanta, we need to make sure that we 
have the right foods and that those are the foods 
that are relevant to those consumers there. It's as 
much about living your purpose and being 
authentic to that purpose, but it also becomes a 
conversation that you're having in every interaction. 
How are we being inclusive in our K-Way? How is 
our K-Way inclusive? How is our chefs in residence 
program inclusive? And really pushing the 
boundaries on asking ourselves those questions.
 
We've also been thinking really intimately about 
how we challenge our agencies and how we walk 
the talk with our suppliers as well. We've set some 
very clear expectations and guidance and 
guardrails on how we want to reflect our values in 
the partners that we choose. This idea of walking 
the talk and being a role model for leadership is 
key. And then we hold ourselves accountable. So 
there are the  scorecards that we are evaluating 
cultural intelligence with the A&A as an external 
source, but also we're the reputational piece that 
comes to the forefront. This is something that goes 
to the highest levels of the organization. We release 
on an annual basis a diversity report, so that the 
world can hold us accountable and we hold 
ourselves accountable. I think we have worked 
really hard to make sure that this is permeating our 
organization from top to bottom and across 
functions.  

JS: You talked about accountability and progress 
and measurement. It sounds like you're doing it on 
a macro for the company and embedding it in 
leadership teams, as well as individual discussions 
and conversations. Any lessons in that  and any 
watch-outs for leaders listening about the 
measurement space? 

CH: The biggest watch-out is, this is not a kind of 
one and done sort of space that we want to play in. 
I think about the importance of representation 
across the organization, that we're embedding an 
understanding across the organization, but there's 

not one person or one version of a person or a 
persona, or an identity that can be reflected. I think 
the watch-out is, don't think that having one person 
at the table is enough. It needs to be representative 
of the population because I am not every single 
Black person, and so it's really important to dig 
deep, to leverage data and insights and understand 
culture, and be authentic as an organization. We 
have said that we want to make sure that there's a 
space at the table for everyone. That's our purpose. 
So what does that mean? If it's for everyone, then 
that means we have to walk the talk of being 
inclusive.
 
I think the cautionary tale is, avoid thinking that 
there's a silver bullet that's going to solve this. This 
is hard work. It's  uncomfortable for many folks. And 
that inclusion is not just hypertargeting. It is about 
creating space. It is broadening the  aperture, 
enlarging the pie, and pulling up a chair and 
inviting  folks in to have a conversation, to have a 
voice, to express their  point of view. It's about 
diversity of perspective, but it's also  backing it with 
insights and data and validation. And since  
checking along the way, I think there are so many 
funny examples, or sad examples, if you will, of 
where we didn't have  the right voice at the table, 
or we didn't have a voice at the  table. And we 
know how those situations can go terribly wrong. 
So making sure that there's that right mix and 
having those diverse perspectives at the table, but 
then also checking and validating through testing 
and exposure and getting the message right 
through data and analytics, I think is really key.

JS: That's such a powerful point you make. I'm not 
going to call out any marketers, but I see so many 

bad moves because people just aren't asking the 
right people for a reaction to something  before it 
goes into the market. It's a pretty simple thing. 
CH: And it's fundamental. Right? Creativity, art, 
science. There's the science piece that's still really 
key to marketing. 

JS: Stacy, we talked about a lot there. I can see you, 
our listeners cannot. You've been shaking your 
head very vigorously. I’d like you to weigh in on this 
whole idea of leadership and leading an 
organization to feel that this journey is theirs as well. 
There's ... obviously a lot of connections between 
purpose and DE&I, and Charisse went there with 
that. I'd just like you to comment on what we heard 
from Charisse about leadership. 

SK: I think it's interesting because some of the 
things that you  would apply to the organization at 
large, you can also really  apply personally. I think 
one of the biggest things personally, that then if 
you get a number of leaders that do it, it could be 
something that becomes an organizational habit, is 
to be self-aware, and be willing to see yourself 
through others' eyes, and understand where your 
blind spots are as it relates to inclusion and biases. 
We talk a lot from our CEO down about breaking 
orthodoxies. So those unspoken rules, sometimes 
spoken, that guide the culture of an organization, 
and in many cases are outdated or not working like 
they used to. How do we turn some of those things 
upside down and look at them from all different 
directions and say, okay, is this helping, is this 
working for us anymore, and if not, be willing to 
pick up something else that's more inclusive, that 
drives the business forward, all those good things? 

One of the things ... Very lately, I've been able to 
take executive responsibility for the front door that 
a CMO  would walk through to our organization 
around purpose. And it could be DE&I, it could be 
sustainability, it could be a number of different 
things. And we're deliberately asking ourselves, 
how do we start with a blank sheet of paper on how 
this place is going to work? And that changes how 
we make decisions, who makes the decisions, who 
has responsibility for tie breaks and those sorts of 
things, and being aware of different decisions may 
require different governance models or consensus 
driving activity. And as that leader, I see myself 

more as a way-clearer than someone who is in 
charge of stuff. My job is to find the amazing talent, 
understand what their desires are and what their 
strengths are, and find ways to move the barriers 
aside for them to really live up to that potential. I 
think if we take a slightly different perspective on 
leadership and less as a boss and more as a 
way-clearer, I think that opens the opportunity for 
us to be more inclusive by design and not just make 
it a side hustle that you do when you're not busy 
doing your other jobs. 

JS: You are both mentors to rising leaders in your 
organizations. So  I would like you to share what 
you're hearing from them, what's  on their mind, the 
next generation of talent, and what you’re talking 
with them about these days. Stacy, why don't we 
start with you and then we'll go to Charisse. 

SK: So this certainly, I don't know, Jim, if it's even 
isolated to a DE&I conversation, or if it's just a 
human conversation now. It was  happening before 
last year, but I think last year, it brought to a  point 
that life is short and the integration of your work/life 
and  everything else that you do probably just 
needs to be ... we  need to turbocharge, 
understanding how that works. And I  think over the 
last year, we've realized, gosh, we are able to do  it. 
And so we're having a lot of conversations now 
about, okay,  how do you learn to identify and 
articulate what you need, and  when that might 
need to change, as particularly we're going  
through different phases of our lives. When are you 
in a  hyper-growth period that's really focused 
professionally and  what needs to be in place in 
order to make those goals true?
 
If you're buying a house or running a marathon or 
adopting a dog, or certainly having a family or 
taking care of aging parents, or all these sorts of 
things that have happened to all the generations 
before us, we're suddenly realizing, oh, wait, those 
things really impact who I am at work as well as who 
I am outside of work. A lot of the conversations are 
about that. And that's requiring very different skills 
from a leadership perspective. Listening, empathy, 
being able to walk a mile in someone else's shoes, 
even when it feels like those shoes don't fit so 
much. And many of our leaders across the board, 
not just at Deloitte, we didn't apprentice those 

skills. We apprenticed much more left-brain skills. 
And so the requirements from our people are to 
have conversations with them, and that's requiring 
us to be a little bit more integrated and certainly 
more vulnerable, I think. 

JS: Charisse, what are you hearing from your rising 
leaders? What are you talking with them about? 

CH: You know what, we're talking quite a lot about 
more on the functional side. I think Stacy nailed it 
on the emotional side and then the importance of 
self-care. But what we are talking a lot about, 
especially for the marketing leaders, is how they 
diversify their experience. There's so many subject 
matter experts in our field these days, so whether 
you just love social  media and you're so focused 
on that, or you're in the insights  and analytics 
space, how do you broaden your experience such 
that you are prepared down the road, if you did 
want to  become a CMO, and what does that career 
path look like today? Because I would say it's very, 
very different than the world I grew up in, which was 
all about being a generalist and just understanding 
everything from creative to, in the later days, how to 
engage with influencers, and then how to tell a 
story that would get your CFO energized about 
what you were doing. 

And now I think it's much more about the coaching 
and the curiosity that's required from marketers of 
today, because you won't be an expert in every 
area, but you do need to draw out the best. You 
need to identify great talent and get great and 
diverse folks on your team. You need to build a 
professional network that will help you. You don't 
know which path to take, or how to get a question 
answered, or how to solve a business problem. And 
then the importance of your partners and your 
peers within the C-suite, whether it be the CFO or 
the CIO, and just trying to develop a language or a 
means of interaction with those functional leaders, 
and a rapport such that you can successfully bring 
the agenda to fruition. So quite a lot of 
interpersonal leadership, rapport building, and 
really igniting your curiosity in new and different 
ways. 

JS: How are you managing career pathing in this? 
How do you balance giving visibility to a career 

path to build someone's affinity and hope with the 
company while, in a way, customizing it? How are 
you thinking about career pathing at Kellogg's 
these days? 

CH: We're thinking about bringing a board or 
considering a  rotational program. We're also 
looking at having members participate in initiatives 
that they may not have gotten exposure to in their 
normal course of function. And so we're 
experimenting with a few different ways to 
cross-pollinate the talent, and these are all in the 
very early stages. So I'll probably check back with 
you and let you know how they've manifested, but 
I've talked to quite a few leaders who are CMOs, 
and this is one of the examples of ways that we're 
building talent, we're exposing people to new and 
different functions, and then giving them an 
opportunity to showcase what they can do, how 
they challenge themselves when they're in 
unfamiliar territory, which I think is really key. So, 
yes, piloting is one of the key ways. 

JS: Stacy, you look at a lot of companies in how 
they view  marketing. Do you see any seismic shifts 
in career pathing? 

SK: One interesting trend, I would say, is, and it 
relates a lot, Charisse, to what you were saying 
around some of these, not  new skills, but maybe 
amplified expertise required in certain areas, 
whether it be negotiation skills, finding win-win 
solutions, having to have marketing spoken in the 
language of the enterprise. So instead of marketing 
jargon for both target setting and measurements 
and brief writing, how do we actually make that 
more enterprise-wide language? But it's also 
interesting because I think some of the technology 
coming in, whether it's some of the content tools 
and certainly AI, and some of the really interesting 
and dynamic media tools that we have is requiring 
some marketing professionals to be much more 
general athletes, as it relates to business skills 
versus very specific creative skills, or strategy skills, 
or some of the things that you would find in some 
legacy marketing departments. 

That is manifesting itself in sourcing that talent from 
different places. And certainly, like it or not, we're 
seeing a lot of  consultants wanting to then go and 

be part of these  organizations and these 
organizations really loving those  project-based 
skills, being able to build coalitions around a thing 
and then dismantle and then come together 
around another thing. Consultant-type skills are 
really attractive. But  I think it speaks to a broader 
trend, and again, I'm not sure it's seismic, although 
it's an important one, that marketers need to be 
businesspeople.

And it's not to say that we haven't in the past, but I 
think that  responsibility has really amped up, 
because whether it's DE&I or anything else, on the 
purpose agenda, or even as it relates to a business 
agenda, I think we're realizing that humans don't 
speak data, they speak stories. And the same way 
that the chief storytellers have owned culture in 
communities since the beginning of time, are the 
ones that will be able to really reach the eyes and 
ears and hearts and souls, both inside an 
organization and outside.

 

I don't know if it's seismic, but it changes a lot every 
day and it's exciting. Kind of similar to what you 
were saying, Charisse, as you step back and take a 
look at why you took your job and what the next 
chapter looks like for you, there's parts of it that are 
a little terrifying because there's a lot of 
responsibility. 

JS: We're going to wrap up this wonderful 
discussion with a little bit of a summary statement 
from each one of you. We've covered a lot of 
ground, but for those in our audience who are 
seeking to be better leaders in their organizations 
of acting with purpose, being inclusive, finding the 
potential in everyone, having seat at the table for 
everyone, as you said, Charisse, what's one big 
takeaway that you would share with our listeners in 
terms of advice to be a better leader for their 
business, their organization today? Charisse, let's 
start with you. 

CH: My biggest takeaway would be, representation 
matters. The  way to get closer to your customers 
and your shoppers is through empathy and 
authentic connection, and to me, your goal as a 
leader is to understand, is to listen, to seek to 
understand, to know—what are these lived 
experiences that  people have encountered, and 
then how does that intersect  with culture, and how 
can you uniquely speak to those  consumers and to 
those shoppers in a way that's authentic,  that's led 
by purpose, and that's inclusive? 

JS: Stacy, last word to you. 

SK: Whether you're thinking about the 
development of content at its most tactical level or 
your broadcasts, or whether you're thinking about 
how you form teams, both at home, office and at 
other places where teams come together, is to think 
about diversity and inclusion, both around 
presence, which would be pure representation and 
also impact. If someone is present, do they also 
have a role which shows agency and pushing 
narrative forward and making decisions? And again, 
it's not just in the stories that we tell outwardly in 
the content, it's in our teams. Our teams both 
representative in presence and representative in 
impact. And it seems super simple, but I think most 
great things are. And if you can keep that as a lens 
to say, okay, am I creating the right level of 
presence? Am I creating the right level of impact or 
the ability for impact? I think that's a nice way to 
think about leading, particularly as we're all on our 
own learning journeys about ourselves. 

JS: You have both been an inspiration today. I thank 
you for taking time to share your personal thoughts 
and I think this is a fabulous discussion, and I thank 
you deeply for it. 

That was my conversation with Charisse Hughes 
and Stacy Kemp. Here are three takeaways for you 
to think about applying in your business and life. 

The first one is: Your company should aspire to be 
representative of the population. That makes for 
great companies who have great customer insights. 
Eight out of the 10 major cities in the United States 
are already majority minority. Brands need to think 
about this both internally and externally. 

Second takeaway: Ask yourself, are all aspects of 
your business inclusive? Charisse looks at 
everything from partnerships to agency relations to 
how they've worked together internally. Charisse 
always examines how each team can be more 
inclusive. 

And the third one: A fundamental DE&I is not a 
headline. A company's DE&I messaging and 
strategy needs to be authentic to its core beliefs 
and its purpose. It's way more than a slogan or a 
headline. This is all about connecting more deeply 
with your employees, your consumers, customers, 
and doing what is right. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast: DE&I Mini-Series is Frank Cooper, 
the Senior Managing Director and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer at BlackRock. BlackRock is the 
world's largest asset manager, with about $9.5 
trillion in assets, and operates globally in 30 
countries. Frank was the fourth guest of my podcast 
way back in 2019, and we talked then about 
purpose, finding passion in your work and stepping 
outside your comfort zone. 

In this conversation, Frank shares with sincerity and 
passion what DE&I means to him and how 
BlackRock is activating its  DE&I initiatives guided 
by its purpose. This is my engaging  conversation 
with Frank Cooper.
 
Frank Cooper, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. 
You were my fourth guest on this podcast way back 
in May 2019, two eventful years ago, almost to the 
day. We talked at that time about your childhood, 
about growing up in San Francisco and L.A., your 
career path, and of course, your team and your 
purpose at BlackRock. I want to start with a loaded 
question today. How is your role different now, 
Frank, in June 2021 than it was in May 2019? 

FRANK COOPER: Jim, well, first of all, it's great to 
be back. I was there in the early days of this 
particular podcast that you have, and love it by the 
way. I've been following it and listening. Thank you 
for providing that service. I consider it a gift. Thank 
you for that. It does feel like a lifetime ago in terms 
of life before COVID and what I was focused on and 
some of those things I'm still focused on. I'm still 
focused on the idea of purpose, I'm still focused on 
digital transformation, but a few things have 
changed, which are fundamental shifts for me. 

Number one, like all crises, I think it accelerates and 
amplifies things that are just beneath the surface. 
While purpose was  important, it became urgent, 
and it became urgent to really not only identify 
what our purpose is, but making sure that we live it 
and making sure that it was embedded, and then 
dealing with the inevitable blowback that comes 
with taking a stand and being purpose-driven. I 
found myself at the center of that and having to 
navigate through it and help Larry and others 
navigate through that. That was one.

I think it was impossible for anyone in any part of 
the world to miss the racial reckoning of the Black 
Lives Matter movement,  and that had an enormous 
impact on my role and me personally. Most 
companies and their CEOs in some way felt  they 
had to address this issue of racial inequity and 
diversity,  equity and inclusion. But for me, it 
became central to what I do  at BlackRock, what I do 
personally, but even what I do as a  marketer. That's 
been a fairly dramatic shift for me. Then the  last 
one is, and this is also due to the pandemic, we've 
seen  acceleration of digital adoption.

Even those you might consider late adopters and 
those in the  periphery, they were forced into the 
pool. Everyone's in the  pool now. Now these 
behaviors, I think, are changing everything. You're 
seeing a faster evolution of certain platforms, like 
TikTok is moving quickly toward providing 
meaningful knowledge and skills. You couldn't say 
that before the pandemic. I think you're seeing 
commerce intersect with every single industry now, 
including financial services. We are part of trying to 
understand and stay on the leading edge of how 
digital technology and the way in which people 
adopt it in their lives will impact their relationship 
with money, whether it's how they save it or invest 
it, earn it or spend it.
 
JS: Frank, you used two powerful words among 
many powerful  words in what you just said. One 
was, your purpose became  more urgent and you 
had to deal with the blowback of taking a  stand. 
Could you talk about both of those a bit more? 
When you say the purpose became more urgent, 

"I THINK IT WAS IMPOSSIBLE 
FOR ANYONE IN ANY PART OF 
THE WORLD TO MISS THE 
RACIAL RECKONING OF THE 
BLACK LIVES MATTER 
MOVEMENT, AND THAT HAD AN 
ENORMOUS IMPACT ON MY ROLE 
AND ME PERSONALLY."
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what do you mean by that? What have you learned 
about dealing with the blowback that comes from 
taking a point of view? 

FC: Our purpose became more urgent in the sense 
that employees in particular, but also communities, 
they had higher expectations of us. I think they had 
higher expectations of  business overall. It forced us 
to really get back to what is the most fundamental 
truth. People are asking us, "Why does  business 
even exist?" We’d taken it for granted like, "Oh, this 
is  the way it's always been. Business should always 
exist, and you  have a right to have a corporate 
status and you have a right to  have favorable tax 
treatment and you have a right to tap into  the 
infrastructure." 

Actually, this is not exactly true. We assume that 
business is in  some way contributing positively to 
life, therefore, we give  them all these privileges. 
People were asking the question, is  this beneficial 
to me? Is this industry helping me? Is this  company 
helping me? Are they contributing in some positive  
way to society? We were getting asked that 
question. Are we  allocating our assets in a way that 
actually helps the planet? Are  we contributing to 
inequality, or are we on the side of being  part of 
the solution? 

As we got thrust into that, we also got thrust into 
what I think is almost inevitably a political debate, 
right? Because everything  today with a backdrop 
of rising populism and growing inequality  and 
shifting economic bases, all that's happening in the  
backdrop, almost everything's political. But 
certainly when you  start stepping into things like 
racial inequity and inequality and  wealth inequality, 
those get political very quickly. But here's  
something we realized in the way that we try to 
navigate it: We realized that silence is also a moral 
choice. 

People think you're either activist and you're acting 
out and  you're speaking up—and that is the thing 
that in some way is an  affirmative choice that sets 
you off to a path that's different  from your core 
responsibility as a leader of a business. And they  
think that silence is the opposite of that, that it's 
inaction, but  it's not. Silence is also an action and 
people are recognizing that.  They're saying, "Well, 

actually, silence is basically saying, 'I  believe in the 
status quo,' or, 'I am supporting some of the  things 
that I see happening in the community and people 
are  getting called out for it.'" 

The realization for us is that whether you decide to 
remain silent or neutral, or whether you decide to 
speak up, you'll be held accountable. Why not step 
up and step into the values of your company, step 
into your purpose, why you exist? That becomes 
your compass to navigate this range of 
stakeholders, that becomes your compass in terms 
of how you take a step forward, even if it has an 
effect on short-term profits. 

JS: You and your team at BlackRock over the last 
two years, especially the last two years, have made 
some pretty strong public commitments about how 
you want to improve and get better in many 
elements of social justice, diversity, equity and 
inclusion. Could you speak a bit about why those 
choices and those commitments, and maybe more 
importantly, what are you learning on the journey to 
meet those commitments? 

FC: Like all the other companies, particularly when 
George Floyd died in 2020, we held town halls, we 
had conversations. But again, it was a realization 
that while we talked about diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we felt like we weren't doing enough. 
Then you look at the data and you say, "Clearly, 
we're not doing enough." We're not alone. It's 
across multiple industries. What we learned is many 
companies have been at  this a long time and trying 
to move forward and trying to make progress 
around diversity first—can I increase my numbers? 

Then they try to increase inclusion. Can I make 
people have a sense of belonging? At least by my 
estimation, we have not  done a good job, and I'm 
not saying BlackRock. I'm saying across all 
industries and those who actually want to progress 
diversity and inclusion. We have had great 
intentions, we've had moments of celebration, 
moments of good progress, but in the end, the 
progress has not been great. You can look at the 
numbers and it will bear that out. But what I think 
changes this—one, I think you have a broader group 
of people who can see themselves in the other. 

They can see themselves in Black people and 
brown people. That didn't happen before. I'm 
thankful for this camera on the  mobile phone 
because that was the game changer. It wasn't one 
person's word against the other. You could actually 
see it with your own eyes, what has happened. 
There's that sense of understanding a new kind of 
truth of people's circumstances. There's, for 
whatever reason, a greater sense of empathy 
among a large set of people. We focus on the 
exceptions. We see the fighting and the 
combatants and all that. 

But the movement that I see is that people actually 
are trying to understand each other more. I think 
you see it in pop culture. Number one genre in 
music right now is hip-hop across the world, which 
is an amazing thing if you think about where 
hip-hop came from. There's this opening now 
where people can start to see themselves in the 
other. That's one piece of it. As they see themselves 
in the other, they start to realize that in helping the 
other, whether it's a Black person or Latinx, or 
whether it's Moroccan in France, or whether it's 
some group that is other than you, you realize 
you're helping yourself. 

I think that is a shift I had not seen before. That's 
one key part of it. The second part of it for me is 
this—and a lot of it comes down to employees—the 
best talent, particularly the younger you go, they 
actually expect this as a matter of course, that of 
course, you're going to have diversity and of 
course, you're going to include people and give a 
sense of belonging, and of course, you're not going 
to try to replicate decades of exclusion. Of course, 
you're going to do that. 

If you don't do it and if it's not real, they vote with 
their feet.  They move. What I love about whatever 

you want to call the  various generations, 
millennials, Gen Y, what I love about it is  that 
they're not just talking. I would say a lot of us, we 
talked a  lot, and then when it came down to it, it 
was really financially painful. Most would say, "Okay, 
we're going to try to figure it out in the margins." 
They'd just walk away and say, "No, that's not for 
me. I'm not doing it," and we're seeing that.  

People are coming into interviews. They expect us 
to have clear answers about what we're going to do 
in diversity, equity and inclusion, and they want to 
hear clear examples of it. Jim, a long way to say, as 
a result of that, we basically started to set some 
benchmarks ourselves. We wanted to increase our 
representation to 30 percent. We started identifying 
the high-performing in the US, Black and Latinx 
executives, and we started to build programs to 
help ensure that they were always on the list when it 
came to promotion and compensation, because 
those are the two most critical pain points that 
we've seen in terms of diverse executives: 
promotions and compensation. 

Then we realized it's not only internal, it's external. 
We've  accelerated our diverse manager program 
externally so that as  we're doing deals, we bring in 
diverse fund managers who are  part of that. We are 
committed to and publicly announced that  we are 
going to do a racial equity audit next year. We're on 
the  path. When I look at how we're doing, I'm 
happy that we're  making progress, and I think 
more people are aware. We need  to move more 
quickly, and we need to remain committed to it. 

I'm very concerned, because again, there will be 
blowback in this area, also. I've already heard some 
of the language outside, some people [talking 
about] diversity BS, or this is political correctness. 
The cynic always seems to be more credible, right?  
Because it appeals to the negative side. It appeals 
to our survival instinct. But in this case, I think the 
cynic will lose long-term, because there are more 
people who believe this is not only the right thing 
to do, it's the only way forward. 

JS: What do you say to that cynic, Frank? 

FC: Oh, wow. What a great question. I would say, 
I'm never going to  try to convince you about what 

is fair and what is right in some  moral sense. Not 
going to convince you of that. But what I  would say 
is, as you do with any other firm-wide priority, look 
at  the facts, look at the data, listen to people. Not 
just the people  that are next to you, listen to 
people who may not be like you,  and then make a 
decision about whether or not you believe that  you 
can thrive as a company and thrive as a leader 
long-term by  adopting a position that seems to be 
regressive, at least in light  of the information that 
you're receiving.
 
If you decide to stay the same, bless you. I'm sure 
that will work out for you. But what we've seen 
before is that when everything  else is changing 
and you stay the same, you'll eventually become an 
artifact. We'll be looking at you in the museum. But 
if you want to adapt, here's a pathway to do it. The 
last thing I'll say is this, no one's asking you or 
anyone else to be perfect. Proof is always in the 
progress. What we're saying is wherever you're 
starting, even if you think it's horrific, it's like, "I can't 
believe we're in this position, it's going to be 
embarrassing," it's okay. You start from that place, 
and then you make progress. That's when people 
know if you're authentic or not.

 

JS: Frank, what's your role as CMO been in leading 
this change? I know it's a top team, it's a 
corporate-wide initiative. You set the goals, the 
commitments you're going to be public about next 
year. How has this shifted? We talked about your 
job two years ago. In terms of your time, your 
energy, your focus, how has it shifted your role as 
CMO? 

FC: Jim, it's funny. In some cases, I don't even think 
of my role as  CMO. I just think of my role as being 
an executive within BlackRock, and the time I'm 
investing really is in people that I believe have the 
potential to do great things within our company or 
beyond our company. I'm on far too many 

committees, I'm sure, but I try to organize large 
conversations. I've organized several of the large 
town halls that we've hosted here at BlackRock. I try 
to organize small conversations, which I think are 
even better, because I think, proximity. 

Brian Stevenson talks about this a lot, this idea of 
proximity, and not just being close to people, but 
really hearing their stories  and sharing your story. 
It's easier to be vulnerable in that  setting, and I've 
tried to share as much of my story and my own  
challenges with the group. I've tried to encourage 
true diversity  in some of these groups so that it's 
not just all Black or all Latinx, or all women. To have 
a mixture there. I've tried to  encourage people not 
to shame and blame because that never  has 
proven successful, but to listen and connect. 

For me, it's not marketing per se. I think we use 
some of the marketing skills of, how do you extract 
information and tell stories, but it's just really about 
leadership. I'm fully committed to it because I do 
believe it's the right thing to do, but I'm also fully 
committed to it because I believe this is about 
unlocking potential in people and the organization. 
The sad thing for me is that if we are not paying 
attention to how we can give people the tools that 
will allow them to be the best, or how to reduce the 
negative currents before they walk through the 
front door, like racial injustice or police misconduct, 
we're hurting ourselves and we're hurting them. 

I just see a great opportunity to do that. There is a 
marketing side to this, though. I do see it as I said 
before, I think DEI is both  internal and external. We 
should be great at building narratives and telling 
stories and looking at data and teasing out insights 
from the data and sharing that with people in 
designing experiences. All of this is within our 
grasp. We can point that toward the employee 
population, which we are now doing, and we have 
our one BlackRock bulletin and other things where 
we speak to our employees, but we can also point it 
to the outside world. 

We can start to show people a vision of what's 
possible for those who have been historically 
excluded. We've partnered  with SeeHer, we've 
partnered with AIM. We are trying to be part of that 
movement that is getting people to rethink some of  

the archetypes that have been burned into their 
consciousness  about who can be what. Last thing 
I'll say on this, and now I'm going on and on on this 
one. This is a namedrop, but I have to say this one, 
because this one sticks out for me. I went to law 
school with Barack, President Obama, but I 
remember having this conversation with him on his 
50th birthday. 

I said, "You should be thankful to the entertainment 
industry."  "They should be your best friend.”  I 
won't say it's exclusively because of the 
entertainment industry, but in large part, the stories 
that were being told helped people imagine and 
get comfortable with the idea of a Black president. 
Morgan  Freeman as president was helpful. Even on 
the show, 24, and a Black president. 

Suddenly, you normalize that, and so it reduces all 
of the unconscious bias that otherwise might 
prevent you from  moving forward. I think Shonda 
Rhimes is the most brilliant at  doing it. I think as 
marketers, we do the same thing. We're  portraying 
images and telling stories, and these stories are 
getting more sophisticated over time as we move 
away from 30 second spots, and we have an 
opportunity to shape that  perception of people 
also. 

JS: Were you a better student then President 
Obama, or was he a better student than you, Frank? 

FC: He was both a better student and smarter 
about how to translate that into a successful 
outcome. 

JS: You and I have talked about this before. It's a 
mindset issue and I'd like to get your insights from 
what you've been leading at BlackRock. Sometimes 
companies can look at DE&I and think compliance, 
numbers, framework. And then others look at it  
and think about it as growth and energy and 
building a better  company, a higher performance 
company. It sounds like your  mindset is much the 
latter, which is great. How have you built that at 
BlackRock? 

FC: I can't claim that we fully built it. What I can say 
is that we have made that mental shift and this is 
not just about checking the box, it's not just about 

pure compliance, whether that's an  official, 
regulatory thing or otherwise. But here's some of 
the  things we're trying to do. One, instead of 
putting the full burden on the diverse employee, 
we're now looking at the managers and we're 
saying, "Maybe the managers need to change." 
We're trying to increase training around how do 
you listen actively? There's a whole range of 
listening, from motivational listening to appreciative 
listening to active listening. 

But how do you do that in a way that people feel 
like you're  fully engaged with them? How do you 
ask questions in a way  that's humble, but still 
honest and authentic? We're trying to  build up all 
these empathy skills, basically, for managers. But 
the  most difficult one, and this is the one that I feel 
like we don't  have a full answer to it, is how do you 
see potential in someone  who may not look like 
you? As I mentioned earlier, two of the pain points 
for many diverse employees occur at promotions 
and it occurs at compensation.

People always rationalize whatever decision they 
make. You can come up with the right language. 
Someone's suddenly not  strategic or we need to 
see a little more activity from this person in this 
area. Oh, they don't have enough experience. But 
other people would give the benefit of  the doubt, 
and we stretch them into roles. It's because you can 
see the potential in them. How do you bridge that 
gap? It's a very difficult thing to do. The only thing 
we've come up with, and this is still in motion, is you 
have to be willing to understand the history of 
people and learn about how that plays out in the 
world today. 

If you are somewhere where someone doesn't 
speak out in your position, well, I don't see that 
person as a leader because that person is in the 
room. I've given them authority and they don't 

seem to speak up, and they certainly don't 
challenge me or anyone else in the room. If you 
look at the history of that person,  you might have a 
barrier there because they may feel like if they're 
perceived as speaking out, that they're too 
aggressive,  and if they're perceived as too 
aggressive, they become a threat  and that may be 
their history. 

You have to educate people about the background 
and history of different types of people. I don't have 
a full answer to that one. You can do more diversity 
training for employees, but of all the things I'm 
looking at, that is the most critical, building up that 
manager capability.

JS: Do you have any tips on that, Frank? Seeing the 
potential in someone who is not like you or not like 
me? Certainly, in my  experience, I try to be in that 
person's mind, walk in their shoes, understand their 
history and understand their life. How have they 
dealt with what life has presented them with? I 
always feel like if you look at someone's behavior in 
whatever situation they're in, there's lots of insights. 

FC: What you just said for me, I suggest you're 
already on the leading edge of all of this. Because 
just having the willingness to  want to understand 
other people and to spend the time and  have that 
consideration, that's far ahead of most people. 
Most  people would say, "Within whatever time 
period I have at work,  I treat everyone the same. It's 
the quality mindset. I give everyone the same 
amount of time. I give them the same  opportunity 
to perform, and no, I don't spend more time trying  
to get beneath the surface. Because I'm not a 
psychologist, I'm not a therapist, I won't do it."
I think you're light-years ahead already on that. I 
don't have really much to add to that because I 
think it is that kind of  curiosity and sense of 
wanting to know more about people that actually is 
core to it. The reason I said we're not fully there is 
because ... What I don't know, Jim, is can you teach 
that? I'm sure there's a way to do it. There's a way to 
trigger it. I just haven't figured it out yet. I'm sure 
someone has, and I would love to hear what it is 
that triggers that kind of desire to be connected to 
others, to understand their plight, the empathy 
that's necessary to put yourself in a position of 
understanding what people are thinking and 

feeling so that you can better serve them. 

JS: I don't know, Frank, the answer to that one. I do 
feel like once you've experienced working in a 
team, a company that values diversity, equity and 
inclusion and builds teams based on that, you 
never go back. Once you feel it, you don't want to 
work any other way. If we can have more people 
have that experience—I think that's happening with 
the younger  generation, which you've talked 
about. I was working for a company and I was very 
fortunate because they believed in diversity, equity 
and inclusion and they believed in global career 
paths and they believed in putting people and 
cultures they're not familiar with. I loved it and I 
cannot work a different way now. 

FC: It is that kind of thing, right? Once you see it 
and once you're exposed to it, you're forever 
changed. I think a lot of it is giving people that 
exposure, but a lot of it is that leadership. You 
worked for a company where people say, "We value 
this. If you don't believe we value it, watch how we 
move people around that we value the most in the 
company, watch how we compensate people when 
they do the right thing." 

Everyone's looking at that. Look, I'm optimistic. 
Even though I started off this conversation saying 
it's been a long time and we've been trying to make 
change, I am optimistic and I do feel like this time is 
different. I think it's the E in DEI that actually makes 
the difference, right? Because we're moving from 
that mindset of giving everyone the same thing to 
getting people what they need to succeed, and 
that's a massive shift in our thinking, and I think 
that's going to pay dividends down the line. 
JS: How else will you know we're making progress? 
You're optimistic, but what are the signs, either 
within BlackRock or in  society at large—and I know 
the numbers are part of it—but what are the signs 
that this is changing and this time it's different? 

FC: Some of it is pure numbers, and the numbers 
aren't that  difficult. It should not be that difficult in 
terms of identifying and  attracting talent to bring 
them into the company initially. But  you need to 
cross a critical mass in order for people to feel 
comfortable in any particular culture and for people 
to speak up  and feel like it's safe for those to speak 

up. For me, the first  threshold is, do we have a 
critical mass across different areas of  diversity in 
the company? 

The second one for me, it's how managers explain 
their role in diversity and inclusion. If I asked today, 
I would get a mixture of responses. “Hey, I'm doing 
it because I think it's the right thing to do. I don't 
believe it helps business at all. I'm doing it because 
I'm being forced to do it.” Some will say, "No, this is 
the answer that we've been waiting for, and I'm 
going to unlock massive potential by doing this." 
The more people you hear going down the latter 
path and the more people who avoid the zero-sum 
racial thinking that if I help someone from this 
group, then my group will be hurt, that to me will 
be massive progress. 

The next one for me would be who are getting the 
assignments within the company that are perceived 
as the prime roles within the company? Forget 
senior executive roles for a second, because I'm not 
even going there. These are the roles that people 
say, "Well, if you're in that role, it positions you well 
to advance within the company. To get an 
evaluation of that and see if we are improving in 
terms of percentages of people of color in those 
positions." 

Then I look at the senior levels and see what 
percentages we  have at those levels. That to me is 
how I would evaluate it. There's one last check that 
may seem odd, but it's one that I think may be the 
most important of all, and that is when someone 
diverse exits the company. Learning from that 
experience and what we do around that. 

You could say we do a one-off exit interview, or you 
can pull together a committee of people and say, 
"Let's evaluate this  person's whole experience over 
the life cycle they had within the company, from the 
moment we brought them in, how we  developed 
them, what happened in promotion and  
compensation and why did they leave and what did 
they say, and what would we do differently as a 
result of this so that we  become a learning 
organization?" That's more important than any 
metric that I would give you. 

JS: I'll just share a thought. It's from my alma mater, 

Procter &  Gamble. This happened after I left, but 
P&G has tried to do the right thing in DE&I for a 
long time. Progress is not what they  wanted it to 
be, nor is it today. They brought a bunch of African 
American ex-P&G people who left the company 
and excelled,  and they brought them back en 
masse. They brought a bunch of  them back, and 
they put them around a big table and had one  of 
them moderate and the senior management sat 
behind a two-way mirror and listened. The CEO's 
direct reports. It was a very emotional experience. 
That sort of thing, it's empathetic, it's humble, it's 
vulnerable, and these people, obviously, they had 
no ax to grind other than let's just try to help this 
company who we left for a variety of reasons. Very 
powerful idea. 

FC: That is an incredibly powerful idea, Jim. I love 
that idea, actually. I'm going to try to lift it now 
because it's perfect, because they  actually have no 
ax to grind, like you said. But more important,  they 
were successful afterwards. They're not bitter, 
they're just  going to tell you exactly what they saw, 
how they felt. Look, we  need more of that. But I 
actually want to apply that. Thank you  for sharing 
that with me.

JS: Frank, we're going to wrap this up. I want you to 
offer one or  two pieces of advice to the CMOs in 
large and small companies who want to make a 
difference within their culture and in  society at 
large in diversity, equity and inclusion. 

FC: First, I would say, consider yourself part of the 
core team for  diversity, equity and inclusion. Don't 
think it's an HR role, don't  think it's a culture 
officer's role. Consider yourself part of that  core 
team. The skill set that you have and the insight that 
you  can provide is invaluable. I think that, for me, is 
the first part. The second part is just remember 
diversity, equity and inclusion is both an internal 
thing and external thing. 

On the external side, part of it is creating the 
imagery that help us all advance, but also reducing 
the negative current that some employees face. 
Before they walk into the office, they're 
experiencing things that weigh them down and 
drain them, before they even open the door to your 
office. We have the capability of helping to reduce 

that. I see this as a moral obligation. It's almost as if 
you see someone drowning and  you're a great 
swimmer and you can swim to them. You have the  
capability to help. Why would you not help? I think 
we have the capability to help, and I hope that all of 
us, in some way, find a way to be part of that 
solution. 

JS: Thank you, Frank. It's so good to see you, and 
this is an even better conversation than we had two 
years ago. 

FC: I'm glad, Jim. It's always great to see you. I 
hope to see you in person soon, actually. 

JS: That was my conversation with Frank Cooper, 
and here are three takeaways from this 
conversation to think about in your business and 
life. 

The first one: Learn, learn, learn from diverse 
employees who leave your company. It's sad when 
that happens, no one wants that to happen. 
Regretted turnover is  the worst thing, but learn 
from these people on why they are  leaving. Why 
do they leave? What didn't work out? What can you 
learn from it? BlackRock is great at that. They take 
the  learning and they improve. 

Second takeaway: Listening can be trained. 
BlackRock is training associates to actively listen to 
each other. By being fully engaged and asking 
questions, they're trying to build empathy  skills for 
their employees and decision makers in an effort to  
improve their DE&I efforts.

Third takeaway: Rethink who can be what. Let's face 
it: There are preconceived notions and unconscious 
biases about what roles certain people should be in 
based on age, race and skin tone. But Frank and his 
team are actively challenging their partners about 
rethinking who can be what at BlackRock. 



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast: DE&I Mini-Series is Frank Cooper, 
the Senior Managing Director and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer at BlackRock. BlackRock is the 
world's largest asset manager, with about $9.5 
trillion in assets, and operates globally in 30 
countries. Frank was the fourth guest of my podcast 
way back in 2019, and we talked then about 
purpose, finding passion in your work and stepping 
outside your comfort zone. 

In this conversation, Frank shares with sincerity and 
passion what DE&I means to him and how 
BlackRock is activating its  DE&I initiatives guided 
by its purpose. This is my engaging  conversation 
with Frank Cooper.
 
Frank Cooper, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. 
You were my fourth guest on this podcast way back 
in May 2019, two eventful years ago, almost to the 
day. We talked at that time about your childhood, 
about growing up in San Francisco and L.A., your 
career path, and of course, your team and your 
purpose at BlackRock. I want to start with a loaded 
question today. How is your role different now, 
Frank, in June 2021 than it was in May 2019? 

FRANK COOPER: Jim, well, first of all, it's great to 
be back. I was there in the early days of this 
particular podcast that you have, and love it by the 
way. I've been following it and listening. Thank you 
for providing that service. I consider it a gift. Thank 
you for that. It does feel like a lifetime ago in terms 
of life before COVID and what I was focused on and 
some of those things I'm still focused on. I'm still 
focused on the idea of purpose, I'm still focused on 
digital transformation, but a few things have 
changed, which are fundamental shifts for me. 

Number one, like all crises, I think it accelerates and 
amplifies things that are just beneath the surface. 
While purpose was  important, it became urgent, 
and it became urgent to really not only identify 
what our purpose is, but making sure that we live it 
and making sure that it was embedded, and then 
dealing with the inevitable blowback that comes 
with taking a stand and being purpose-driven. I 
found myself at the center of that and having to 
navigate through it and help Larry and others 
navigate through that. That was one.

I think it was impossible for anyone in any part of 
the world to miss the racial reckoning of the Black 
Lives Matter movement,  and that had an enormous 
impact on my role and me personally. Most 
companies and their CEOs in some way felt  they 
had to address this issue of racial inequity and 
diversity,  equity and inclusion. But for me, it 
became central to what I do  at BlackRock, what I do 
personally, but even what I do as a  marketer. That's 
been a fairly dramatic shift for me. Then the  last 
one is, and this is also due to the pandemic, we've 
seen  acceleration of digital adoption.

Even those you might consider late adopters and 
those in the  periphery, they were forced into the 
pool. Everyone's in the  pool now. Now these 
behaviors, I think, are changing everything. You're 
seeing a faster evolution of certain platforms, like 
TikTok is moving quickly toward providing 
meaningful knowledge and skills. You couldn't say 
that before the pandemic. I think you're seeing 
commerce intersect with every single industry now, 
including financial services. We are part of trying to 
understand and stay on the leading edge of how 
digital technology and the way in which people 
adopt it in their lives will impact their relationship 
with money, whether it's how they save it or invest 
it, earn it or spend it.
 
JS: Frank, you used two powerful words among 
many powerful  words in what you just said. One 
was, your purpose became  more urgent and you 
had to deal with the blowback of taking a  stand. 
Could you talk about both of those a bit more? 
When you say the purpose became more urgent, 
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what do you mean by that? What have you learned 
about dealing with the blowback that comes from 
taking a point of view? 

FC: Our purpose became more urgent in the sense 
that employees in particular, but also communities, 
they had higher expectations of us. I think they had 
higher expectations of  business overall. It forced us 
to really get back to what is the most fundamental 
truth. People are asking us, "Why does  business 
even exist?" We’d taken it for granted like, "Oh, this 
is  the way it's always been. Business should always 
exist, and you  have a right to have a corporate 
status and you have a right to  have favorable tax 
treatment and you have a right to tap into  the 
infrastructure." 

Actually, this is not exactly true. We assume that 
business is in  some way contributing positively to 
life, therefore, we give  them all these privileges. 
People were asking the question, is  this beneficial 
to me? Is this industry helping me? Is this  company 
helping me? Are they contributing in some positive  
way to society? We were getting asked that 
question. Are we  allocating our assets in a way that 
actually helps the planet? Are  we contributing to 
inequality, or are we on the side of being  part of 
the solution? 

As we got thrust into that, we also got thrust into 
what I think is almost inevitably a political debate, 
right? Because everything  today with a backdrop 
of rising populism and growing inequality  and 
shifting economic bases, all that's happening in the  
backdrop, almost everything's political. But 
certainly when you  start stepping into things like 
racial inequity and inequality and  wealth inequality, 
those get political very quickly. But here's  
something we realized in the way that we try to 
navigate it: We realized that silence is also a moral 
choice. 

People think you're either activist and you're acting 
out and  you're speaking up—and that is the thing 
that in some way is an  affirmative choice that sets 
you off to a path that's different  from your core 
responsibility as a leader of a business. And they  
think that silence is the opposite of that, that it's 
inaction, but  it's not. Silence is also an action and 
people are recognizing that.  They're saying, "Well, 

actually, silence is basically saying, 'I  believe in the 
status quo,' or, 'I am supporting some of the  things 
that I see happening in the community and people 
are  getting called out for it.'" 

The realization for us is that whether you decide to 
remain silent or neutral, or whether you decide to 
speak up, you'll be held accountable. Why not step 
up and step into the values of your company, step 
into your purpose, why you exist? That becomes 
your compass to navigate this range of 
stakeholders, that becomes your compass in terms 
of how you take a step forward, even if it has an 
effect on short-term profits. 

JS: You and your team at BlackRock over the last 
two years, especially the last two years, have made 
some pretty strong public commitments about how 
you want to improve and get better in many 
elements of social justice, diversity, equity and 
inclusion. Could you speak a bit about why those 
choices and those commitments, and maybe more 
importantly, what are you learning on the journey to 
meet those commitments? 

FC: Like all the other companies, particularly when 
George Floyd died in 2020, we held town halls, we 
had conversations. But again, it was a realization 
that while we talked about diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we felt like we weren't doing enough. 
Then you look at the data and you say, "Clearly, 
we're not doing enough." We're not alone. It's 
across multiple industries. What we learned is many 
companies have been at  this a long time and trying 
to move forward and trying to make progress 
around diversity first—can I increase my numbers? 

Then they try to increase inclusion. Can I make 
people have a sense of belonging? At least by my 
estimation, we have not  done a good job, and I'm 
not saying BlackRock. I'm saying across all 
industries and those who actually want to progress 
diversity and inclusion. We have had great 
intentions, we've had moments of celebration, 
moments of good progress, but in the end, the 
progress has not been great. You can look at the 
numbers and it will bear that out. But what I think 
changes this—one, I think you have a broader group 
of people who can see themselves in the other. 

They can see themselves in Black people and 
brown people. That didn't happen before. I'm 
thankful for this camera on the  mobile phone 
because that was the game changer. It wasn't one 
person's word against the other. You could actually 
see it with your own eyes, what has happened. 
There's that sense of understanding a new kind of 
truth of people's circumstances. There's, for 
whatever reason, a greater sense of empathy 
among a large set of people. We focus on the 
exceptions. We see the fighting and the 
combatants and all that. 

But the movement that I see is that people actually 
are trying to understand each other more. I think 
you see it in pop culture. Number one genre in 
music right now is hip-hop across the world, which 
is an amazing thing if you think about where 
hip-hop came from. There's this opening now 
where people can start to see themselves in the 
other. That's one piece of it. As they see themselves 
in the other, they start to realize that in helping the 
other, whether it's a Black person or Latinx, or 
whether it's Moroccan in France, or whether it's 
some group that is other than you, you realize 
you're helping yourself. 

I think that is a shift I had not seen before. That's 
one key part of it. The second part of it for me is 
this—and a lot of it comes down to employees—the 
best talent, particularly the younger you go, they 
actually expect this as a matter of course, that of 
course, you're going to have diversity and of 
course, you're going to include people and give a 
sense of belonging, and of course, you're not going 
to try to replicate decades of exclusion. Of course, 
you're going to do that. 

If you don't do it and if it's not real, they vote with 
their feet.  They move. What I love about whatever 

you want to call the  various generations, 
millennials, Gen Y, what I love about it is  that 
they're not just talking. I would say a lot of us, we 
talked a  lot, and then when it came down to it, it 
was really financially painful. Most would say, "Okay, 
we're going to try to figure it out in the margins." 
They'd just walk away and say, "No, that's not for 
me. I'm not doing it," and we're seeing that.  

People are coming into interviews. They expect us 
to have clear answers about what we're going to do 
in diversity, equity and inclusion, and they want to 
hear clear examples of it. Jim, a long way to say, as 
a result of that, we basically started to set some 
benchmarks ourselves. We wanted to increase our 
representation to 30 percent. We started identifying 
the high-performing in the US, Black and Latinx 
executives, and we started to build programs to 
help ensure that they were always on the list when it 
came to promotion and compensation, because 
those are the two most critical pain points that 
we've seen in terms of diverse executives: 
promotions and compensation. 

Then we realized it's not only internal, it's external. 
We've  accelerated our diverse manager program 
externally so that as  we're doing deals, we bring in 
diverse fund managers who are  part of that. We are 
committed to and publicly announced that  we are 
going to do a racial equity audit next year. We're on 
the  path. When I look at how we're doing, I'm 
happy that we're  making progress, and I think 
more people are aware. We need  to move more 
quickly, and we need to remain committed to it. 

I'm very concerned, because again, there will be 
blowback in this area, also. I've already heard some 
of the language outside, some people [talking 
about] diversity BS, or this is political correctness. 
The cynic always seems to be more credible, right?  
Because it appeals to the negative side. It appeals 
to our survival instinct. But in this case, I think the 
cynic will lose long-term, because there are more 
people who believe this is not only the right thing 
to do, it's the only way forward. 

JS: What do you say to that cynic, Frank? 

FC: Oh, wow. What a great question. I would say, 
I'm never going to  try to convince you about what 

is fair and what is right in some  moral sense. Not 
going to convince you of that. But what I  would say 
is, as you do with any other firm-wide priority, look 
at  the facts, look at the data, listen to people. Not 
just the people  that are next to you, listen to 
people who may not be like you,  and then make a 
decision about whether or not you believe that  you 
can thrive as a company and thrive as a leader 
long-term by  adopting a position that seems to be 
regressive, at least in light  of the information that 
you're receiving.
 
If you decide to stay the same, bless you. I'm sure 
that will work out for you. But what we've seen 
before is that when everything  else is changing 
and you stay the same, you'll eventually become an 
artifact. We'll be looking at you in the museum. But 
if you want to adapt, here's a pathway to do it. The 
last thing I'll say is this, no one's asking you or 
anyone else to be perfect. Proof is always in the 
progress. What we're saying is wherever you're 
starting, even if you think it's horrific, it's like, "I can't 
believe we're in this position, it's going to be 
embarrassing," it's okay. You start from that place, 
and then you make progress. That's when people 
know if you're authentic or not.

 

JS: Frank, what's your role as CMO been in leading 
this change? I know it's a top team, it's a 
corporate-wide initiative. You set the goals, the 
commitments you're going to be public about next 
year. How has this shifted? We talked about your 
job two years ago. In terms of your time, your 
energy, your focus, how has it shifted your role as 
CMO? 

FC: Jim, it's funny. In some cases, I don't even think 
of my role as  CMO. I just think of my role as being 
an executive within BlackRock, and the time I'm 
investing really is in people that I believe have the 
potential to do great things within our company or 
beyond our company. I'm on far too many 

committees, I'm sure, but I try to organize large 
conversations. I've organized several of the large 
town halls that we've hosted here at BlackRock. I try 
to organize small conversations, which I think are 
even better, because I think, proximity. 

Brian Stevenson talks about this a lot, this idea of 
proximity, and not just being close to people, but 
really hearing their stories  and sharing your story. 
It's easier to be vulnerable in that  setting, and I've 
tried to share as much of my story and my own  
challenges with the group. I've tried to encourage 
true diversity  in some of these groups so that it's 
not just all Black or all Latinx, or all women. To have 
a mixture there. I've tried to  encourage people not 
to shame and blame because that never  has 
proven successful, but to listen and connect. 

For me, it's not marketing per se. I think we use 
some of the marketing skills of, how do you extract 
information and tell stories, but it's just really about 
leadership. I'm fully committed to it because I do 
believe it's the right thing to do, but I'm also fully 
committed to it because I believe this is about 
unlocking potential in people and the organization. 
The sad thing for me is that if we are not paying 
attention to how we can give people the tools that 
will allow them to be the best, or how to reduce the 
negative currents before they walk through the 
front door, like racial injustice or police misconduct, 
we're hurting ourselves and we're hurting them. 

I just see a great opportunity to do that. There is a 
marketing side to this, though. I do see it as I said 
before, I think DEI is both  internal and external. We 
should be great at building narratives and telling 
stories and looking at data and teasing out insights 
from the data and sharing that with people in 
designing experiences. All of this is within our 
grasp. We can point that toward the employee 
population, which we are now doing, and we have 
our one BlackRock bulletin and other things where 
we speak to our employees, but we can also point it 
to the outside world. 

We can start to show people a vision of what's 
possible for those who have been historically 
excluded. We've partnered  with SeeHer, we've 
partnered with AIM. We are trying to be part of that 
movement that is getting people to rethink some of  

the archetypes that have been burned into their 
consciousness  about who can be what. Last thing 
I'll say on this, and now I'm going on and on on this 
one. This is a namedrop, but I have to say this one, 
because this one sticks out for me. I went to law 
school with Barack, President Obama, but I 
remember having this conversation with him on his 
50th birthday. 

I said, "You should be thankful to the entertainment 
industry."  "They should be your best friend.”  I 
won't say it's exclusively because of the 
entertainment industry, but in large part, the stories 
that were being told helped people imagine and 
get comfortable with the idea of a Black president. 
Morgan  Freeman as president was helpful. Even on 
the show, 24, and a Black president. 

Suddenly, you normalize that, and so it reduces all 
of the unconscious bias that otherwise might 
prevent you from  moving forward. I think Shonda 
Rhimes is the most brilliant at  doing it. I think as 
marketers, we do the same thing. We're  portraying 
images and telling stories, and these stories are 
getting more sophisticated over time as we move 
away from 30 second spots, and we have an 
opportunity to shape that  perception of people 
also. 

JS: Were you a better student then President 
Obama, or was he a better student than you, Frank? 

FC: He was both a better student and smarter 
about how to translate that into a successful 
outcome. 

JS: You and I have talked about this before. It's a 
mindset issue and I'd like to get your insights from 
what you've been leading at BlackRock. Sometimes 
companies can look at DE&I and think compliance, 
numbers, framework. And then others look at it  
and think about it as growth and energy and 
building a better  company, a higher performance 
company. It sounds like your  mindset is much the 
latter, which is great. How have you built that at 
BlackRock? 

FC: I can't claim that we fully built it. What I can say 
is that we have made that mental shift and this is 
not just about checking the box, it's not just about 

pure compliance, whether that's an  official, 
regulatory thing or otherwise. But here's some of 
the  things we're trying to do. One, instead of 
putting the full burden on the diverse employee, 
we're now looking at the managers and we're 
saying, "Maybe the managers need to change." 
We're trying to increase training around how do 
you listen actively? There's a whole range of 
listening, from motivational listening to appreciative 
listening to active listening. 

But how do you do that in a way that people feel 
like you're  fully engaged with them? How do you 
ask questions in a way  that's humble, but still 
honest and authentic? We're trying to  build up all 
these empathy skills, basically, for managers. But 
the  most difficult one, and this is the one that I feel 
like we don't  have a full answer to it, is how do you 
see potential in someone  who may not look like 
you? As I mentioned earlier, two of the pain points 
for many diverse employees occur at promotions 
and it occurs at compensation.

People always rationalize whatever decision they 
make. You can come up with the right language. 
Someone's suddenly not  strategic or we need to 
see a little more activity from this person in this 
area. Oh, they don't have enough experience. But 
other people would give the benefit of  the doubt, 
and we stretch them into roles. It's because you can 
see the potential in them. How do you bridge that 
gap? It's a very difficult thing to do. The only thing 
we've come up with, and this is still in motion, is you 
have to be willing to understand the history of 
people and learn about how that plays out in the 
world today. 

If you are somewhere where someone doesn't 
speak out in your position, well, I don't see that 
person as a leader because that person is in the 
room. I've given them authority and they don't 

seem to speak up, and they certainly don't 
challenge me or anyone else in the room. If you 
look at the history of that person,  you might have a 
barrier there because they may feel like if they're 
perceived as speaking out, that they're too 
aggressive,  and if they're perceived as too 
aggressive, they become a threat  and that may be 
their history. 

You have to educate people about the background 
and history of different types of people. I don't have 
a full answer to that one. You can do more diversity 
training for employees, but of all the things I'm 
looking at, that is the most critical, building up that 
manager capability.

JS: Do you have any tips on that, Frank? Seeing the 
potential in someone who is not like you or not like 
me? Certainly, in my  experience, I try to be in that 
person's mind, walk in their shoes, understand their 
history and understand their life. How have they 
dealt with what life has presented them with? I 
always feel like if you look at someone's behavior in 
whatever situation they're in, there's lots of insights. 

FC: What you just said for me, I suggest you're 
already on the leading edge of all of this. Because 
just having the willingness to  want to understand 
other people and to spend the time and  have that 
consideration, that's far ahead of most people. 
Most  people would say, "Within whatever time 
period I have at work,  I treat everyone the same. It's 
the quality mindset. I give everyone the same 
amount of time. I give them the same  opportunity 
to perform, and no, I don't spend more time trying  
to get beneath the surface. Because I'm not a 
psychologist, I'm not a therapist, I won't do it."
I think you're light-years ahead already on that. I 
don't have really much to add to that because I 
think it is that kind of  curiosity and sense of 
wanting to know more about people that actually is 
core to it. The reason I said we're not fully there is 
because ... What I don't know, Jim, is can you teach 
that? I'm sure there's a way to do it. There's a way to 
trigger it. I just haven't figured it out yet. I'm sure 
someone has, and I would love to hear what it is 
that triggers that kind of desire to be connected to 
others, to understand their plight, the empathy 
that's necessary to put yourself in a position of 
understanding what people are thinking and 

feeling so that you can better serve them. 

JS: I don't know, Frank, the answer to that one. I do 
feel like once you've experienced working in a 
team, a company that values diversity, equity and 
inclusion and builds teams based on that, you 
never go back. Once you feel it, you don't want to 
work any other way. If we can have more people 
have that experience—I think that's happening with 
the younger  generation, which you've talked 
about. I was working for a company and I was very 
fortunate because they believed in diversity, equity 
and inclusion and they believed in global career 
paths and they believed in putting people and 
cultures they're not familiar with. I loved it and I 
cannot work a different way now. 

FC: It is that kind of thing, right? Once you see it 
and once you're exposed to it, you're forever 
changed. I think a lot of it is giving people that 
exposure, but a lot of it is that leadership. You 
worked for a company where people say, "We value 
this. If you don't believe we value it, watch how we 
move people around that we value the most in the 
company, watch how we compensate people when 
they do the right thing." 

Everyone's looking at that. Look, I'm optimistic. 
Even though I started off this conversation saying 
it's been a long time and we've been trying to make 
change, I am optimistic and I do feel like this time is 
different. I think it's the E in DEI that actually makes 
the difference, right? Because we're moving from 
that mindset of giving everyone the same thing to 
getting people what they need to succeed, and 
that's a massive shift in our thinking, and I think 
that's going to pay dividends down the line. 
JS: How else will you know we're making progress? 
You're optimistic, but what are the signs, either 
within BlackRock or in  society at large—and I know 
the numbers are part of it—but what are the signs 
that this is changing and this time it's different? 

FC: Some of it is pure numbers, and the numbers 
aren't that  difficult. It should not be that difficult in 
terms of identifying and  attracting talent to bring 
them into the company initially. But  you need to 
cross a critical mass in order for people to feel 
comfortable in any particular culture and for people 
to speak up  and feel like it's safe for those to speak 

up. For me, the first  threshold is, do we have a 
critical mass across different areas of  diversity in 
the company? 

The second one for me, it's how managers explain 
their role in diversity and inclusion. If I asked today, 
I would get a mixture of responses. “Hey, I'm doing 
it because I think it's the right thing to do. I don't 
believe it helps business at all. I'm doing it because 
I'm being forced to do it.” Some will say, "No, this is 
the answer that we've been waiting for, and I'm 
going to unlock massive potential by doing this." 
The more people you hear going down the latter 
path and the more people who avoid the zero-sum 
racial thinking that if I help someone from this 
group, then my group will be hurt, that to me will 
be massive progress. 

The next one for me would be who are getting the 
assignments within the company that are perceived 
as the prime roles within the company? Forget 
senior executive roles for a second, because I'm not 
even going there. These are the roles that people 
say, "Well, if you're in that role, it positions you well 
to advance within the company. To get an 
evaluation of that and see if we are improving in 
terms of percentages of people of color in those 
positions." 

Then I look at the senior levels and see what 
percentages we  have at those levels. That to me is 
how I would evaluate it. There's one last check that 
may seem odd, but it's one that I think may be the 
most important of all, and that is when someone 
diverse exits the company. Learning from that 
experience and what we do around that. 

You could say we do a one-off exit interview, or you 
can pull together a committee of people and say, 
"Let's evaluate this  person's whole experience over 
the life cycle they had within the company, from the 
moment we brought them in, how we  developed 
them, what happened in promotion and  
compensation and why did they leave and what did 
they say, and what would we do differently as a 
result of this so that we  become a learning 
organization?" That's more important than any 
metric that I would give you. 

JS: I'll just share a thought. It's from my alma mater, 

Procter &  Gamble. This happened after I left, but 
P&G has tried to do the right thing in DE&I for a 
long time. Progress is not what they  wanted it to 
be, nor is it today. They brought a bunch of African 
American ex-P&G people who left the company 
and excelled,  and they brought them back en 
masse. They brought a bunch of  them back, and 
they put them around a big table and had one  of 
them moderate and the senior management sat 
behind a two-way mirror and listened. The CEO's 
direct reports. It was a very emotional experience. 
That sort of thing, it's empathetic, it's humble, it's 
vulnerable, and these people, obviously, they had 
no ax to grind other than let's just try to help this 
company who we left for a variety of reasons. Very 
powerful idea. 

FC: That is an incredibly powerful idea, Jim. I love 
that idea, actually. I'm going to try to lift it now 
because it's perfect, because they  actually have no 
ax to grind, like you said. But more important,  they 
were successful afterwards. They're not bitter, 
they're just  going to tell you exactly what they saw, 
how they felt. Look, we  need more of that. But I 
actually want to apply that. Thank you  for sharing 
that with me.

JS: Frank, we're going to wrap this up. I want you to 
offer one or  two pieces of advice to the CMOs in 
large and small companies who want to make a 
difference within their culture and in  society at 
large in diversity, equity and inclusion. 

FC: First, I would say, consider yourself part of the 
core team for  diversity, equity and inclusion. Don't 
think it's an HR role, don't  think it's a culture 
officer's role. Consider yourself part of that  core 
team. The skill set that you have and the insight that 
you  can provide is invaluable. I think that, for me, is 
the first part. The second part is just remember 
diversity, equity and inclusion is both an internal 
thing and external thing. 

On the external side, part of it is creating the 
imagery that help us all advance, but also reducing 
the negative current that some employees face. 
Before they walk into the office, they're 
experiencing things that weigh them down and 
drain them, before they even open the door to your 
office. We have the capability of helping to reduce 

that. I see this as a moral obligation. It's almost as if 
you see someone drowning and  you're a great 
swimmer and you can swim to them. You have the  
capability to help. Why would you not help? I think 
we have the capability to help, and I hope that all of 
us, in some way, find a way to be part of that 
solution. 

JS: Thank you, Frank. It's so good to see you, and 
this is an even better conversation than we had two 
years ago. 

FC: I'm glad, Jim. It's always great to see you. I 
hope to see you in person soon, actually. 

JS: That was my conversation with Frank Cooper, 
and here are three takeaways from this 
conversation to think about in your business and 
life. 

The first one: Learn, learn, learn from diverse 
employees who leave your company. It's sad when 
that happens, no one wants that to happen. 
Regretted turnover is  the worst thing, but learn 
from these people on why they are  leaving. Why 
do they leave? What didn't work out? What can you 
learn from it? BlackRock is great at that. They take 
the  learning and they improve. 

Second takeaway: Listening can be trained. 
BlackRock is training associates to actively listen to 
each other. By being fully engaged and asking 
questions, they're trying to build empathy  skills for 
their employees and decision makers in an effort to  
improve their DE&I efforts.

Third takeaway: Rethink who can be what. Let's face 
it: There are preconceived notions and unconscious 
biases about what roles certain people should be in 
based on age, race and skin tone. But Frank and his 
team are actively challenging their partners about 
rethinking who can be what at BlackRock. 



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast: DE&I Mini-Series is Frank Cooper, 
the Senior Managing Director and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer at BlackRock. BlackRock is the 
world's largest asset manager, with about $9.5 
trillion in assets, and operates globally in 30 
countries. Frank was the fourth guest of my podcast 
way back in 2019, and we talked then about 
purpose, finding passion in your work and stepping 
outside your comfort zone. 

In this conversation, Frank shares with sincerity and 
passion what DE&I means to him and how 
BlackRock is activating its  DE&I initiatives guided 
by its purpose. This is my engaging  conversation 
with Frank Cooper.
 
Frank Cooper, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. 
You were my fourth guest on this podcast way back 
in May 2019, two eventful years ago, almost to the 
day. We talked at that time about your childhood, 
about growing up in San Francisco and L.A., your 
career path, and of course, your team and your 
purpose at BlackRock. I want to start with a loaded 
question today. How is your role different now, 
Frank, in June 2021 than it was in May 2019? 

FRANK COOPER: Jim, well, first of all, it's great to 
be back. I was there in the early days of this 
particular podcast that you have, and love it by the 
way. I've been following it and listening. Thank you 
for providing that service. I consider it a gift. Thank 
you for that. It does feel like a lifetime ago in terms 
of life before COVID and what I was focused on and 
some of those things I'm still focused on. I'm still 
focused on the idea of purpose, I'm still focused on 
digital transformation, but a few things have 
changed, which are fundamental shifts for me. 

Number one, like all crises, I think it accelerates and 
amplifies things that are just beneath the surface. 
While purpose was  important, it became urgent, 
and it became urgent to really not only identify 
what our purpose is, but making sure that we live it 
and making sure that it was embedded, and then 
dealing with the inevitable blowback that comes 
with taking a stand and being purpose-driven. I 
found myself at the center of that and having to 
navigate through it and help Larry and others 
navigate through that. That was one.

I think it was impossible for anyone in any part of 
the world to miss the racial reckoning of the Black 
Lives Matter movement,  and that had an enormous 
impact on my role and me personally. Most 
companies and their CEOs in some way felt  they 
had to address this issue of racial inequity and 
diversity,  equity and inclusion. But for me, it 
became central to what I do  at BlackRock, what I do 
personally, but even what I do as a  marketer. That's 
been a fairly dramatic shift for me. Then the  last 
one is, and this is also due to the pandemic, we've 
seen  acceleration of digital adoption.

Even those you might consider late adopters and 
those in the  periphery, they were forced into the 
pool. Everyone's in the  pool now. Now these 
behaviors, I think, are changing everything. You're 
seeing a faster evolution of certain platforms, like 
TikTok is moving quickly toward providing 
meaningful knowledge and skills. You couldn't say 
that before the pandemic. I think you're seeing 
commerce intersect with every single industry now, 
including financial services. We are part of trying to 
understand and stay on the leading edge of how 
digital technology and the way in which people 
adopt it in their lives will impact their relationship 
with money, whether it's how they save it or invest 
it, earn it or spend it.
 
JS: Frank, you used two powerful words among 
many powerful  words in what you just said. One 
was, your purpose became  more urgent and you 
had to deal with the blowback of taking a  stand. 
Could you talk about both of those a bit more? 
When you say the purpose became more urgent, 

what do you mean by that? What have you learned 
about dealing with the blowback that comes from 
taking a point of view? 

FC: Our purpose became more urgent in the sense 
that employees in particular, but also communities, 
they had higher expectations of us. I think they had 
higher expectations of  business overall. It forced us 
to really get back to what is the most fundamental 
truth. People are asking us, "Why does  business 
even exist?" We’d taken it for granted like, "Oh, this 
is  the way it's always been. Business should always 
exist, and you  have a right to have a corporate 
status and you have a right to  have favorable tax 
treatment and you have a right to tap into  the 
infrastructure." 

Actually, this is not exactly true. We assume that 
business is in  some way contributing positively to 
life, therefore, we give  them all these privileges. 
People were asking the question, is  this beneficial 
to me? Is this industry helping me? Is this  company 
helping me? Are they contributing in some positive  
way to society? We were getting asked that 
question. Are we  allocating our assets in a way that 
actually helps the planet? Are  we contributing to 
inequality, or are we on the side of being  part of 
the solution? 

As we got thrust into that, we also got thrust into 
what I think is almost inevitably a political debate, 
right? Because everything  today with a backdrop 
of rising populism and growing inequality  and 
shifting economic bases, all that's happening in the  
backdrop, almost everything's political. But 
certainly when you  start stepping into things like 
racial inequity and inequality and  wealth inequality, 
those get political very quickly. But here's  
something we realized in the way that we try to 
navigate it: We realized that silence is also a moral 
choice. 

People think you're either activist and you're acting 
out and  you're speaking up—and that is the thing 
that in some way is an  affirmative choice that sets 
you off to a path that's different  from your core 
responsibility as a leader of a business. And they  
think that silence is the opposite of that, that it's 
inaction, but  it's not. Silence is also an action and 
people are recognizing that.  They're saying, "Well, 

actually, silence is basically saying, 'I  believe in the 
status quo,' or, 'I am supporting some of the  things 
that I see happening in the community and people 
are  getting called out for it.'" 

The realization for us is that whether you decide to 
remain silent or neutral, or whether you decide to 
speak up, you'll be held accountable. Why not step 
up and step into the values of your company, step 
into your purpose, why you exist? That becomes 
your compass to navigate this range of 
stakeholders, that becomes your compass in terms 
of how you take a step forward, even if it has an 
effect on short-term profits. 

JS: You and your team at BlackRock over the last 
two years, especially the last two years, have made 
some pretty strong public commitments about how 
you want to improve and get better in many 
elements of social justice, diversity, equity and 
inclusion. Could you speak a bit about why those 
choices and those commitments, and maybe more 
importantly, what are you learning on the journey to 
meet those commitments? 

FC: Like all the other companies, particularly when 
George Floyd died in 2020, we held town halls, we 
had conversations. But again, it was a realization 
that while we talked about diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we felt like we weren't doing enough. 
Then you look at the data and you say, "Clearly, 
we're not doing enough." We're not alone. It's 
across multiple industries. What we learned is many 
companies have been at  this a long time and trying 
to move forward and trying to make progress 
around diversity first—can I increase my numbers? 

Then they try to increase inclusion. Can I make 
people have a sense of belonging? At least by my 
estimation, we have not  done a good job, and I'm 
not saying BlackRock. I'm saying across all 
industries and those who actually want to progress 
diversity and inclusion. We have had great 
intentions, we've had moments of celebration, 
moments of good progress, but in the end, the 
progress has not been great. You can look at the 
numbers and it will bear that out. But what I think 
changes this—one, I think you have a broader group 
of people who can see themselves in the other. 

They can see themselves in Black people and 
brown people. That didn't happen before. I'm 
thankful for this camera on the  mobile phone 
because that was the game changer. It wasn't one 
person's word against the other. You could actually 
see it with your own eyes, what has happened. 
There's that sense of understanding a new kind of 
truth of people's circumstances. There's, for 
whatever reason, a greater sense of empathy 
among a large set of people. We focus on the 
exceptions. We see the fighting and the 
combatants and all that. 

But the movement that I see is that people actually 
are trying to understand each other more. I think 
you see it in pop culture. Number one genre in 
music right now is hip-hop across the world, which 
is an amazing thing if you think about where 
hip-hop came from. There's this opening now 
where people can start to see themselves in the 
other. That's one piece of it. As they see themselves 
in the other, they start to realize that in helping the 
other, whether it's a Black person or Latinx, or 
whether it's Moroccan in France, or whether it's 
some group that is other than you, you realize 
you're helping yourself. 

I think that is a shift I had not seen before. That's 
one key part of it. The second part of it for me is 
this—and a lot of it comes down to employees—the 
best talent, particularly the younger you go, they 
actually expect this as a matter of course, that of 
course, you're going to have diversity and of 
course, you're going to include people and give a 
sense of belonging, and of course, you're not going 
to try to replicate decades of exclusion. Of course, 
you're going to do that. 

If you don't do it and if it's not real, they vote with 
their feet.  They move. What I love about whatever 

you want to call the  various generations, 
millennials, Gen Y, what I love about it is  that 
they're not just talking. I would say a lot of us, we 
talked a  lot, and then when it came down to it, it 
was really financially painful. Most would say, "Okay, 
we're going to try to figure it out in the margins." 
They'd just walk away and say, "No, that's not for 
me. I'm not doing it," and we're seeing that.  

People are coming into interviews. They expect us 
to have clear answers about what we're going to do 
in diversity, equity and inclusion, and they want to 
hear clear examples of it. Jim, a long way to say, as 
a result of that, we basically started to set some 
benchmarks ourselves. We wanted to increase our 
representation to 30 percent. We started identifying 
the high-performing in the US, Black and Latinx 
executives, and we started to build programs to 
help ensure that they were always on the list when it 
came to promotion and compensation, because 
those are the two most critical pain points that 
we've seen in terms of diverse executives: 
promotions and compensation. 

Then we realized it's not only internal, it's external. 
We've  accelerated our diverse manager program 
externally so that as  we're doing deals, we bring in 
diverse fund managers who are  part of that. We are 
committed to and publicly announced that  we are 
going to do a racial equity audit next year. We're on 
the  path. When I look at how we're doing, I'm 
happy that we're  making progress, and I think 
more people are aware. We need  to move more 
quickly, and we need to remain committed to it. 

I'm very concerned, because again, there will be 
blowback in this area, also. I've already heard some 
of the language outside, some people [talking 
about] diversity BS, or this is political correctness. 
The cynic always seems to be more credible, right?  
Because it appeals to the negative side. It appeals 
to our survival instinct. But in this case, I think the 
cynic will lose long-term, because there are more 
people who believe this is not only the right thing 
to do, it's the only way forward. 

JS: What do you say to that cynic, Frank? 

FC: Oh, wow. What a great question. I would say, 
I'm never going to  try to convince you about what 

is fair and what is right in some  moral sense. Not 
going to convince you of that. But what I  would say 
is, as you do with any other firm-wide priority, look 
at  the facts, look at the data, listen to people. Not 
just the people  that are next to you, listen to 
people who may not be like you,  and then make a 
decision about whether or not you believe that  you 
can thrive as a company and thrive as a leader 
long-term by  adopting a position that seems to be 
regressive, at least in light  of the information that 
you're receiving.
 
If you decide to stay the same, bless you. I'm sure 
that will work out for you. But what we've seen 
before is that when everything  else is changing 
and you stay the same, you'll eventually become an 
artifact. We'll be looking at you in the museum. But 
if you want to adapt, here's a pathway to do it. The 
last thing I'll say is this, no one's asking you or 
anyone else to be perfect. Proof is always in the 
progress. What we're saying is wherever you're 
starting, even if you think it's horrific, it's like, "I can't 
believe we're in this position, it's going to be 
embarrassing," it's okay. You start from that place, 
and then you make progress. That's when people 
know if you're authentic or not.

 

JS: Frank, what's your role as CMO been in leading 
this change? I know it's a top team, it's a 
corporate-wide initiative. You set the goals, the 
commitments you're going to be public about next 
year. How has this shifted? We talked about your 
job two years ago. In terms of your time, your 
energy, your focus, how has it shifted your role as 
CMO? 

FC: Jim, it's funny. In some cases, I don't even think 
of my role as  CMO. I just think of my role as being 
an executive within BlackRock, and the time I'm 
investing really is in people that I believe have the 
potential to do great things within our company or 
beyond our company. I'm on far too many 

committees, I'm sure, but I try to organize large 
conversations. I've organized several of the large 
town halls that we've hosted here at BlackRock. I try 
to organize small conversations, which I think are 
even better, because I think, proximity. 

Brian Stevenson talks about this a lot, this idea of 
proximity, and not just being close to people, but 
really hearing their stories  and sharing your story. 
It's easier to be vulnerable in that  setting, and I've 
tried to share as much of my story and my own  
challenges with the group. I've tried to encourage 
true diversity  in some of these groups so that it's 
not just all Black or all Latinx, or all women. To have 
a mixture there. I've tried to  encourage people not 
to shame and blame because that never  has 
proven successful, but to listen and connect. 

For me, it's not marketing per se. I think we use 
some of the marketing skills of, how do you extract 
information and tell stories, but it's just really about 
leadership. I'm fully committed to it because I do 
believe it's the right thing to do, but I'm also fully 
committed to it because I believe this is about 
unlocking potential in people and the organization. 
The sad thing for me is that if we are not paying 
attention to how we can give people the tools that 
will allow them to be the best, or how to reduce the 
negative currents before they walk through the 
front door, like racial injustice or police misconduct, 
we're hurting ourselves and we're hurting them. 

I just see a great opportunity to do that. There is a 
marketing side to this, though. I do see it as I said 
before, I think DEI is both  internal and external. We 
should be great at building narratives and telling 
stories and looking at data and teasing out insights 
from the data and sharing that with people in 
designing experiences. All of this is within our 
grasp. We can point that toward the employee 
population, which we are now doing, and we have 
our one BlackRock bulletin and other things where 
we speak to our employees, but we can also point it 
to the outside world. 

We can start to show people a vision of what's 
possible for those who have been historically 
excluded. We've partnered  with SeeHer, we've 
partnered with AIM. We are trying to be part of that 
movement that is getting people to rethink some of  

the archetypes that have been burned into their 
consciousness  about who can be what. Last thing 
I'll say on this, and now I'm going on and on on this 
one. This is a namedrop, but I have to say this one, 
because this one sticks out for me. I went to law 
school with Barack, President Obama, but I 
remember having this conversation with him on his 
50th birthday. 

I said, "You should be thankful to the entertainment 
industry."  "They should be your best friend.”  I 
won't say it's exclusively because of the 
entertainment industry, but in large part, the stories 
that were being told helped people imagine and 
get comfortable with the idea of a Black president. 
Morgan  Freeman as president was helpful. Even on 
the show, 24, and a Black president. 

Suddenly, you normalize that, and so it reduces all 
of the unconscious bias that otherwise might 
prevent you from  moving forward. I think Shonda 
Rhimes is the most brilliant at  doing it. I think as 
marketers, we do the same thing. We're  portraying 
images and telling stories, and these stories are 
getting more sophisticated over time as we move 
away from 30 second spots, and we have an 
opportunity to shape that  perception of people 
also. 

JS: Were you a better student then President 
Obama, or was he a better student than you, Frank? 

FC: He was both a better student and smarter 
about how to translate that into a successful 
outcome. 

JS: You and I have talked about this before. It's a 
mindset issue and I'd like to get your insights from 
what you've been leading at BlackRock. Sometimes 
companies can look at DE&I and think compliance, 
numbers, framework. And then others look at it  
and think about it as growth and energy and 
building a better  company, a higher performance 
company. It sounds like your  mindset is much the 
latter, which is great. How have you built that at 
BlackRock? 

FC: I can't claim that we fully built it. What I can say 
is that we have made that mental shift and this is 
not just about checking the box, it's not just about 

pure compliance, whether that's an  official, 
regulatory thing or otherwise. But here's some of 
the  things we're trying to do. One, instead of 
putting the full burden on the diverse employee, 
we're now looking at the managers and we're 
saying, "Maybe the managers need to change." 
We're trying to increase training around how do 
you listen actively? There's a whole range of 
listening, from motivational listening to appreciative 
listening to active listening. 

But how do you do that in a way that people feel 
like you're  fully engaged with them? How do you 
ask questions in a way  that's humble, but still 
honest and authentic? We're trying to  build up all 
these empathy skills, basically, for managers. But 
the  most difficult one, and this is the one that I feel 
like we don't  have a full answer to it, is how do you 
see potential in someone  who may not look like 
you? As I mentioned earlier, two of the pain points 
for many diverse employees occur at promotions 
and it occurs at compensation.

People always rationalize whatever decision they 
make. You can come up with the right language. 
Someone's suddenly not  strategic or we need to 
see a little more activity from this person in this 
area. Oh, they don't have enough experience. But 
other people would give the benefit of  the doubt, 
and we stretch them into roles. It's because you can 
see the potential in them. How do you bridge that 
gap? It's a very difficult thing to do. The only thing 
we've come up with, and this is still in motion, is you 
have to be willing to understand the history of 
people and learn about how that plays out in the 
world today. 

If you are somewhere where someone doesn't 
speak out in your position, well, I don't see that 
person as a leader because that person is in the 
room. I've given them authority and they don't 

seem to speak up, and they certainly don't 
challenge me or anyone else in the room. If you 
look at the history of that person,  you might have a 
barrier there because they may feel like if they're 
perceived as speaking out, that they're too 
aggressive,  and if they're perceived as too 
aggressive, they become a threat  and that may be 
their history. 

You have to educate people about the background 
and history of different types of people. I don't have 
a full answer to that one. You can do more diversity 
training for employees, but of all the things I'm 
looking at, that is the most critical, building up that 
manager capability.

JS: Do you have any tips on that, Frank? Seeing the 
potential in someone who is not like you or not like 
me? Certainly, in my  experience, I try to be in that 
person's mind, walk in their shoes, understand their 
history and understand their life. How have they 
dealt with what life has presented them with? I 
always feel like if you look at someone's behavior in 
whatever situation they're in, there's lots of insights. 

FC: What you just said for me, I suggest you're 
already on the leading edge of all of this. Because 
just having the willingness to  want to understand 
other people and to spend the time and  have that 
consideration, that's far ahead of most people. 
Most  people would say, "Within whatever time 
period I have at work,  I treat everyone the same. It's 
the quality mindset. I give everyone the same 
amount of time. I give them the same  opportunity 
to perform, and no, I don't spend more time trying  
to get beneath the surface. Because I'm not a 
psychologist, I'm not a therapist, I won't do it."
I think you're light-years ahead already on that. I 
don't have really much to add to that because I 
think it is that kind of  curiosity and sense of 
wanting to know more about people that actually is 
core to it. The reason I said we're not fully there is 
because ... What I don't know, Jim, is can you teach 
that? I'm sure there's a way to do it. There's a way to 
trigger it. I just haven't figured it out yet. I'm sure 
someone has, and I would love to hear what it is 
that triggers that kind of desire to be connected to 
others, to understand their plight, the empathy 
that's necessary to put yourself in a position of 
understanding what people are thinking and 

feeling so that you can better serve them. 

JS: I don't know, Frank, the answer to that one. I do 
feel like once you've experienced working in a 
team, a company that values diversity, equity and 
inclusion and builds teams based on that, you 
never go back. Once you feel it, you don't want to 
work any other way. If we can have more people 
have that experience—I think that's happening with 
the younger  generation, which you've talked 
about. I was working for a company and I was very 
fortunate because they believed in diversity, equity 
and inclusion and they believed in global career 
paths and they believed in putting people and 
cultures they're not familiar with. I loved it and I 
cannot work a different way now. 

FC: It is that kind of thing, right? Once you see it 
and once you're exposed to it, you're forever 
changed. I think a lot of it is giving people that 
exposure, but a lot of it is that leadership. You 
worked for a company where people say, "We value 
this. If you don't believe we value it, watch how we 
move people around that we value the most in the 
company, watch how we compensate people when 
they do the right thing." 

Everyone's looking at that. Look, I'm optimistic. 
Even though I started off this conversation saying 
it's been a long time and we've been trying to make 
change, I am optimistic and I do feel like this time is 
different. I think it's the E in DEI that actually makes 
the difference, right? Because we're moving from 
that mindset of giving everyone the same thing to 
getting people what they need to succeed, and 
that's a massive shift in our thinking, and I think 
that's going to pay dividends down the line. 
JS: How else will you know we're making progress? 
You're optimistic, but what are the signs, either 
within BlackRock or in  society at large—and I know 
the numbers are part of it—but what are the signs 
that this is changing and this time it's different? 

FC: Some of it is pure numbers, and the numbers 
aren't that  difficult. It should not be that difficult in 
terms of identifying and  attracting talent to bring 
them into the company initially. But  you need to 
cross a critical mass in order for people to feel 
comfortable in any particular culture and for people 
to speak up  and feel like it's safe for those to speak 

up. For me, the first  threshold is, do we have a 
critical mass across different areas of  diversity in 
the company? 

The second one for me, it's how managers explain 
their role in diversity and inclusion. If I asked today, 
I would get a mixture of responses. “Hey, I'm doing 
it because I think it's the right thing to do. I don't 
believe it helps business at all. I'm doing it because 
I'm being forced to do it.” Some will say, "No, this is 
the answer that we've been waiting for, and I'm 
going to unlock massive potential by doing this." 
The more people you hear going down the latter 
path and the more people who avoid the zero-sum 
racial thinking that if I help someone from this 
group, then my group will be hurt, that to me will 
be massive progress. 

The next one for me would be who are getting the 
assignments within the company that are perceived 
as the prime roles within the company? Forget 
senior executive roles for a second, because I'm not 
even going there. These are the roles that people 
say, "Well, if you're in that role, it positions you well 
to advance within the company. To get an 
evaluation of that and see if we are improving in 
terms of percentages of people of color in those 
positions." 

Then I look at the senior levels and see what 
percentages we  have at those levels. That to me is 
how I would evaluate it. There's one last check that 
may seem odd, but it's one that I think may be the 
most important of all, and that is when someone 
diverse exits the company. Learning from that 
experience and what we do around that. 

You could say we do a one-off exit interview, or you 
can pull together a committee of people and say, 
"Let's evaluate this  person's whole experience over 
the life cycle they had within the company, from the 
moment we brought them in, how we  developed 
them, what happened in promotion and  
compensation and why did they leave and what did 
they say, and what would we do differently as a 
result of this so that we  become a learning 
organization?" That's more important than any 
metric that I would give you. 

JS: I'll just share a thought. It's from my alma mater, 

Procter &  Gamble. This happened after I left, but 
P&G has tried to do the right thing in DE&I for a 
long time. Progress is not what they  wanted it to 
be, nor is it today. They brought a bunch of African 
American ex-P&G people who left the company 
and excelled,  and they brought them back en 
masse. They brought a bunch of  them back, and 
they put them around a big table and had one  of 
them moderate and the senior management sat 
behind a two-way mirror and listened. The CEO's 
direct reports. It was a very emotional experience. 
That sort of thing, it's empathetic, it's humble, it's 
vulnerable, and these people, obviously, they had 
no ax to grind other than let's just try to help this 
company who we left for a variety of reasons. Very 
powerful idea. 

FC: That is an incredibly powerful idea, Jim. I love 
that idea, actually. I'm going to try to lift it now 
because it's perfect, because they  actually have no 
ax to grind, like you said. But more important,  they 
were successful afterwards. They're not bitter, 
they're just  going to tell you exactly what they saw, 
how they felt. Look, we  need more of that. But I 
actually want to apply that. Thank you  for sharing 
that with me.

JS: Frank, we're going to wrap this up. I want you to 
offer one or  two pieces of advice to the CMOs in 
large and small companies who want to make a 
difference within their culture and in  society at 
large in diversity, equity and inclusion. 

FC: First, I would say, consider yourself part of the 
core team for  diversity, equity and inclusion. Don't 
think it's an HR role, don't  think it's a culture 
officer's role. Consider yourself part of that  core 
team. The skill set that you have and the insight that 
you  can provide is invaluable. I think that, for me, is 
the first part. The second part is just remember 
diversity, equity and inclusion is both an internal 
thing and external thing. 

On the external side, part of it is creating the 
imagery that help us all advance, but also reducing 
the negative current that some employees face. 
Before they walk into the office, they're 
experiencing things that weigh them down and 
drain them, before they even open the door to your 
office. We have the capability of helping to reduce 

that. I see this as a moral obligation. It's almost as if 
you see someone drowning and  you're a great 
swimmer and you can swim to them. You have the  
capability to help. Why would you not help? I think 
we have the capability to help, and I hope that all of 
us, in some way, find a way to be part of that 
solution. 

JS: Thank you, Frank. It's so good to see you, and 
this is an even better conversation than we had two 
years ago. 

FC: I'm glad, Jim. It's always great to see you. I 
hope to see you in person soon, actually. 

JS: That was my conversation with Frank Cooper, 
and here are three takeaways from this 
conversation to think about in your business and 
life. 

The first one: Learn, learn, learn from diverse 
employees who leave your company. It's sad when 
that happens, no one wants that to happen. 
Regretted turnover is  the worst thing, but learn 
from these people on why they are  leaving. Why 
do they leave? What didn't work out? What can you 
learn from it? BlackRock is great at that. They take 
the  learning and they improve. 

Second takeaway: Listening can be trained. 
BlackRock is training associates to actively listen to 
each other. By being fully engaged and asking 
questions, they're trying to build empathy  skills for 
their employees and decision makers in an effort to  
improve their DE&I efforts.

Third takeaway: Rethink who can be what. Let's face 
it: There are preconceived notions and unconscious 
biases about what roles certain people should be in 
based on age, race and skin tone. But Frank and his 
team are actively challenging their partners about 
rethinking who can be what at BlackRock. 

"REALIZE THAT IN 
HELPING THE OTHER... 
YOU'RE HELPING 
YOURSELF."
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JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast: DE&I Mini-Series is Frank Cooper, 
the Senior Managing Director and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer at BlackRock. BlackRock is the 
world's largest asset manager, with about $9.5 
trillion in assets, and operates globally in 30 
countries. Frank was the fourth guest of my podcast 
way back in 2019, and we talked then about 
purpose, finding passion in your work and stepping 
outside your comfort zone. 

In this conversation, Frank shares with sincerity and 
passion what DE&I means to him and how 
BlackRock is activating its  DE&I initiatives guided 
by its purpose. This is my engaging  conversation 
with Frank Cooper.
 
Frank Cooper, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. 
You were my fourth guest on this podcast way back 
in May 2019, two eventful years ago, almost to the 
day. We talked at that time about your childhood, 
about growing up in San Francisco and L.A., your 
career path, and of course, your team and your 
purpose at BlackRock. I want to start with a loaded 
question today. How is your role different now, 
Frank, in June 2021 than it was in May 2019? 

FRANK COOPER: Jim, well, first of all, it's great to 
be back. I was there in the early days of this 
particular podcast that you have, and love it by the 
way. I've been following it and listening. Thank you 
for providing that service. I consider it a gift. Thank 
you for that. It does feel like a lifetime ago in terms 
of life before COVID and what I was focused on and 
some of those things I'm still focused on. I'm still 
focused on the idea of purpose, I'm still focused on 
digital transformation, but a few things have 
changed, which are fundamental shifts for me. 

Number one, like all crises, I think it accelerates and 
amplifies things that are just beneath the surface. 
While purpose was  important, it became urgent, 
and it became urgent to really not only identify 
what our purpose is, but making sure that we live it 
and making sure that it was embedded, and then 
dealing with the inevitable blowback that comes 
with taking a stand and being purpose-driven. I 
found myself at the center of that and having to 
navigate through it and help Larry and others 
navigate through that. That was one.

I think it was impossible for anyone in any part of 
the world to miss the racial reckoning of the Black 
Lives Matter movement,  and that had an enormous 
impact on my role and me personally. Most 
companies and their CEOs in some way felt  they 
had to address this issue of racial inequity and 
diversity,  equity and inclusion. But for me, it 
became central to what I do  at BlackRock, what I do 
personally, but even what I do as a  marketer. That's 
been a fairly dramatic shift for me. Then the  last 
one is, and this is also due to the pandemic, we've 
seen  acceleration of digital adoption.

Even those you might consider late adopters and 
those in the  periphery, they were forced into the 
pool. Everyone's in the  pool now. Now these 
behaviors, I think, are changing everything. You're 
seeing a faster evolution of certain platforms, like 
TikTok is moving quickly toward providing 
meaningful knowledge and skills. You couldn't say 
that before the pandemic. I think you're seeing 
commerce intersect with every single industry now, 
including financial services. We are part of trying to 
understand and stay on the leading edge of how 
digital technology and the way in which people 
adopt it in their lives will impact their relationship 
with money, whether it's how they save it or invest 
it, earn it or spend it.
 
JS: Frank, you used two powerful words among 
many powerful  words in what you just said. One 
was, your purpose became  more urgent and you 
had to deal with the blowback of taking a  stand. 
Could you talk about both of those a bit more? 
When you say the purpose became more urgent, 

what do you mean by that? What have you learned 
about dealing with the blowback that comes from 
taking a point of view? 

FC: Our purpose became more urgent in the sense 
that employees in particular, but also communities, 
they had higher expectations of us. I think they had 
higher expectations of  business overall. It forced us 
to really get back to what is the most fundamental 
truth. People are asking us, "Why does  business 
even exist?" We’d taken it for granted like, "Oh, this 
is  the way it's always been. Business should always 
exist, and you  have a right to have a corporate 
status and you have a right to  have favorable tax 
treatment and you have a right to tap into  the 
infrastructure." 

Actually, this is not exactly true. We assume that 
business is in  some way contributing positively to 
life, therefore, we give  them all these privileges. 
People were asking the question, is  this beneficial 
to me? Is this industry helping me? Is this  company 
helping me? Are they contributing in some positive  
way to society? We were getting asked that 
question. Are we  allocating our assets in a way that 
actually helps the planet? Are  we contributing to 
inequality, or are we on the side of being  part of 
the solution? 

As we got thrust into that, we also got thrust into 
what I think is almost inevitably a political debate, 
right? Because everything  today with a backdrop 
of rising populism and growing inequality  and 
shifting economic bases, all that's happening in the  
backdrop, almost everything's political. But 
certainly when you  start stepping into things like 
racial inequity and inequality and  wealth inequality, 
those get political very quickly. But here's  
something we realized in the way that we try to 
navigate it: We realized that silence is also a moral 
choice. 

People think you're either activist and you're acting 
out and  you're speaking up—and that is the thing 
that in some way is an  affirmative choice that sets 
you off to a path that's different  from your core 
responsibility as a leader of a business. And they  
think that silence is the opposite of that, that it's 
inaction, but  it's not. Silence is also an action and 
people are recognizing that.  They're saying, "Well, 

actually, silence is basically saying, 'I  believe in the 
status quo,' or, 'I am supporting some of the  things 
that I see happening in the community and people 
are  getting called out for it.'" 

The realization for us is that whether you decide to 
remain silent or neutral, or whether you decide to 
speak up, you'll be held accountable. Why not step 
up and step into the values of your company, step 
into your purpose, why you exist? That becomes 
your compass to navigate this range of 
stakeholders, that becomes your compass in terms 
of how you take a step forward, even if it has an 
effect on short-term profits. 

JS: You and your team at BlackRock over the last 
two years, especially the last two years, have made 
some pretty strong public commitments about how 
you want to improve and get better in many 
elements of social justice, diversity, equity and 
inclusion. Could you speak a bit about why those 
choices and those commitments, and maybe more 
importantly, what are you learning on the journey to 
meet those commitments? 

FC: Like all the other companies, particularly when 
George Floyd died in 2020, we held town halls, we 
had conversations. But again, it was a realization 
that while we talked about diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we felt like we weren't doing enough. 
Then you look at the data and you say, "Clearly, 
we're not doing enough." We're not alone. It's 
across multiple industries. What we learned is many 
companies have been at  this a long time and trying 
to move forward and trying to make progress 
around diversity first—can I increase my numbers? 

Then they try to increase inclusion. Can I make 
people have a sense of belonging? At least by my 
estimation, we have not  done a good job, and I'm 
not saying BlackRock. I'm saying across all 
industries and those who actually want to progress 
diversity and inclusion. We have had great 
intentions, we've had moments of celebration, 
moments of good progress, but in the end, the 
progress has not been great. You can look at the 
numbers and it will bear that out. But what I think 
changes this—one, I think you have a broader group 
of people who can see themselves in the other. 

They can see themselves in Black people and 
brown people. That didn't happen before. I'm 
thankful for this camera on the  mobile phone 
because that was the game changer. It wasn't one 
person's word against the other. You could actually 
see it with your own eyes, what has happened. 
There's that sense of understanding a new kind of 
truth of people's circumstances. There's, for 
whatever reason, a greater sense of empathy 
among a large set of people. We focus on the 
exceptions. We see the fighting and the 
combatants and all that. 

But the movement that I see is that people actually 
are trying to understand each other more. I think 
you see it in pop culture. Number one genre in 
music right now is hip-hop across the world, which 
is an amazing thing if you think about where 
hip-hop came from. There's this opening now 
where people can start to see themselves in the 
other. That's one piece of it. As they see themselves 
in the other, they start to realize that in helping the 
other, whether it's a Black person or Latinx, or 
whether it's Moroccan in France, or whether it's 
some group that is other than you, you realize 
you're helping yourself. 

I think that is a shift I had not seen before. That's 
one key part of it. The second part of it for me is 
this—and a lot of it comes down to employees—the 
best talent, particularly the younger you go, they 
actually expect this as a matter of course, that of 
course, you're going to have diversity and of 
course, you're going to include people and give a 
sense of belonging, and of course, you're not going 
to try to replicate decades of exclusion. Of course, 
you're going to do that. 

If you don't do it and if it's not real, they vote with 
their feet.  They move. What I love about whatever 

you want to call the  various generations, 
millennials, Gen Y, what I love about it is  that 
they're not just talking. I would say a lot of us, we 
talked a  lot, and then when it came down to it, it 
was really financially painful. Most would say, "Okay, 
we're going to try to figure it out in the margins." 
They'd just walk away and say, "No, that's not for 
me. I'm not doing it," and we're seeing that.  

People are coming into interviews. They expect us 
to have clear answers about what we're going to do 
in diversity, equity and inclusion, and they want to 
hear clear examples of it. Jim, a long way to say, as 
a result of that, we basically started to set some 
benchmarks ourselves. We wanted to increase our 
representation to 30 percent. We started identifying 
the high-performing in the US, Black and Latinx 
executives, and we started to build programs to 
help ensure that they were always on the list when it 
came to promotion and compensation, because 
those are the two most critical pain points that 
we've seen in terms of diverse executives: 
promotions and compensation. 

Then we realized it's not only internal, it's external. 
We've  accelerated our diverse manager program 
externally so that as  we're doing deals, we bring in 
diverse fund managers who are  part of that. We are 
committed to and publicly announced that  we are 
going to do a racial equity audit next year. We're on 
the  path. When I look at how we're doing, I'm 
happy that we're  making progress, and I think 
more people are aware. We need  to move more 
quickly, and we need to remain committed to it. 

I'm very concerned, because again, there will be 
blowback in this area, also. I've already heard some 
of the language outside, some people [talking 
about] diversity BS, or this is political correctness. 
The cynic always seems to be more credible, right?  
Because it appeals to the negative side. It appeals 
to our survival instinct. But in this case, I think the 
cynic will lose long-term, because there are more 
people who believe this is not only the right thing 
to do, it's the only way forward. 

JS: What do you say to that cynic, Frank? 

FC: Oh, wow. What a great question. I would say, 
I'm never going to  try to convince you about what 

is fair and what is right in some  moral sense. Not 
going to convince you of that. But what I  would say 
is, as you do with any other firm-wide priority, look 
at  the facts, look at the data, listen to people. Not 
just the people  that are next to you, listen to 
people who may not be like you,  and then make a 
decision about whether or not you believe that  you 
can thrive as a company and thrive as a leader 
long-term by  adopting a position that seems to be 
regressive, at least in light  of the information that 
you're receiving.
 
If you decide to stay the same, bless you. I'm sure 
that will work out for you. But what we've seen 
before is that when everything  else is changing 
and you stay the same, you'll eventually become an 
artifact. We'll be looking at you in the museum. But 
if you want to adapt, here's a pathway to do it. The 
last thing I'll say is this, no one's asking you or 
anyone else to be perfect. Proof is always in the 
progress. What we're saying is wherever you're 
starting, even if you think it's horrific, it's like, "I can't 
believe we're in this position, it's going to be 
embarrassing," it's okay. You start from that place, 
and then you make progress. That's when people 
know if you're authentic or not.

 

JS: Frank, what's your role as CMO been in leading 
this change? I know it's a top team, it's a 
corporate-wide initiative. You set the goals, the 
commitments you're going to be public about next 
year. How has this shifted? We talked about your 
job two years ago. In terms of your time, your 
energy, your focus, how has it shifted your role as 
CMO? 

FC: Jim, it's funny. In some cases, I don't even think 
of my role as  CMO. I just think of my role as being 
an executive within BlackRock, and the time I'm 
investing really is in people that I believe have the 
potential to do great things within our company or 
beyond our company. I'm on far too many 

committees, I'm sure, but I try to organize large 
conversations. I've organized several of the large 
town halls that we've hosted here at BlackRock. I try 
to organize small conversations, which I think are 
even better, because I think, proximity. 

Brian Stevenson talks about this a lot, this idea of 
proximity, and not just being close to people, but 
really hearing their stories  and sharing your story. 
It's easier to be vulnerable in that  setting, and I've 
tried to share as much of my story and my own  
challenges with the group. I've tried to encourage 
true diversity  in some of these groups so that it's 
not just all Black or all Latinx, or all women. To have 
a mixture there. I've tried to  encourage people not 
to shame and blame because that never  has 
proven successful, but to listen and connect. 

For me, it's not marketing per se. I think we use 
some of the marketing skills of, how do you extract 
information and tell stories, but it's just really about 
leadership. I'm fully committed to it because I do 
believe it's the right thing to do, but I'm also fully 
committed to it because I believe this is about 
unlocking potential in people and the organization. 
The sad thing for me is that if we are not paying 
attention to how we can give people the tools that 
will allow them to be the best, or how to reduce the 
negative currents before they walk through the 
front door, like racial injustice or police misconduct, 
we're hurting ourselves and we're hurting them. 

I just see a great opportunity to do that. There is a 
marketing side to this, though. I do see it as I said 
before, I think DEI is both  internal and external. We 
should be great at building narratives and telling 
stories and looking at data and teasing out insights 
from the data and sharing that with people in 
designing experiences. All of this is within our 
grasp. We can point that toward the employee 
population, which we are now doing, and we have 
our one BlackRock bulletin and other things where 
we speak to our employees, but we can also point it 
to the outside world. 

We can start to show people a vision of what's 
possible for those who have been historically 
excluded. We've partnered  with SeeHer, we've 
partnered with AIM. We are trying to be part of that 
movement that is getting people to rethink some of  

the archetypes that have been burned into their 
consciousness  about who can be what. Last thing 
I'll say on this, and now I'm going on and on on this 
one. This is a namedrop, but I have to say this one, 
because this one sticks out for me. I went to law 
school with Barack, President Obama, but I 
remember having this conversation with him on his 
50th birthday. 

I said, "You should be thankful to the entertainment 
industry."  "They should be your best friend.”  I 
won't say it's exclusively because of the 
entertainment industry, but in large part, the stories 
that were being told helped people imagine and 
get comfortable with the idea of a Black president. 
Morgan  Freeman as president was helpful. Even on 
the show, 24, and a Black president. 

Suddenly, you normalize that, and so it reduces all 
of the unconscious bias that otherwise might 
prevent you from  moving forward. I think Shonda 
Rhimes is the most brilliant at  doing it. I think as 
marketers, we do the same thing. We're  portraying 
images and telling stories, and these stories are 
getting more sophisticated over time as we move 
away from 30 second spots, and we have an 
opportunity to shape that  perception of people 
also. 

JS: Were you a better student then President 
Obama, or was he a better student than you, Frank? 

FC: He was both a better student and smarter 
about how to translate that into a successful 
outcome. 

JS: You and I have talked about this before. It's a 
mindset issue and I'd like to get your insights from 
what you've been leading at BlackRock. Sometimes 
companies can look at DE&I and think compliance, 
numbers, framework. And then others look at it  
and think about it as growth and energy and 
building a better  company, a higher performance 
company. It sounds like your  mindset is much the 
latter, which is great. How have you built that at 
BlackRock? 

FC: I can't claim that we fully built it. What I can say 
is that we have made that mental shift and this is 
not just about checking the box, it's not just about 

pure compliance, whether that's an  official, 
regulatory thing or otherwise. But here's some of 
the  things we're trying to do. One, instead of 
putting the full burden on the diverse employee, 
we're now looking at the managers and we're 
saying, "Maybe the managers need to change." 
We're trying to increase training around how do 
you listen actively? There's a whole range of 
listening, from motivational listening to appreciative 
listening to active listening. 

But how do you do that in a way that people feel 
like you're  fully engaged with them? How do you 
ask questions in a way  that's humble, but still 
honest and authentic? We're trying to  build up all 
these empathy skills, basically, for managers. But 
the  most difficult one, and this is the one that I feel 
like we don't  have a full answer to it, is how do you 
see potential in someone  who may not look like 
you? As I mentioned earlier, two of the pain points 
for many diverse employees occur at promotions 
and it occurs at compensation.

People always rationalize whatever decision they 
make. You can come up with the right language. 
Someone's suddenly not  strategic or we need to 
see a little more activity from this person in this 
area. Oh, they don't have enough experience. But 
other people would give the benefit of  the doubt, 
and we stretch them into roles. It's because you can 
see the potential in them. How do you bridge that 
gap? It's a very difficult thing to do. The only thing 
we've come up with, and this is still in motion, is you 
have to be willing to understand the history of 
people and learn about how that plays out in the 
world today. 

If you are somewhere where someone doesn't 
speak out in your position, well, I don't see that 
person as a leader because that person is in the 
room. I've given them authority and they don't 

seem to speak up, and they certainly don't 
challenge me or anyone else in the room. If you 
look at the history of that person,  you might have a 
barrier there because they may feel like if they're 
perceived as speaking out, that they're too 
aggressive,  and if they're perceived as too 
aggressive, they become a threat  and that may be 
their history. 

You have to educate people about the background 
and history of different types of people. I don't have 
a full answer to that one. You can do more diversity 
training for employees, but of all the things I'm 
looking at, that is the most critical, building up that 
manager capability.

JS: Do you have any tips on that, Frank? Seeing the 
potential in someone who is not like you or not like 
me? Certainly, in my  experience, I try to be in that 
person's mind, walk in their shoes, understand their 
history and understand their life. How have they 
dealt with what life has presented them with? I 
always feel like if you look at someone's behavior in 
whatever situation they're in, there's lots of insights. 

FC: What you just said for me, I suggest you're 
already on the leading edge of all of this. Because 
just having the willingness to  want to understand 
other people and to spend the time and  have that 
consideration, that's far ahead of most people. 
Most  people would say, "Within whatever time 
period I have at work,  I treat everyone the same. It's 
the quality mindset. I give everyone the same 
amount of time. I give them the same  opportunity 
to perform, and no, I don't spend more time trying  
to get beneath the surface. Because I'm not a 
psychologist, I'm not a therapist, I won't do it."
I think you're light-years ahead already on that. I 
don't have really much to add to that because I 
think it is that kind of  curiosity and sense of 
wanting to know more about people that actually is 
core to it. The reason I said we're not fully there is 
because ... What I don't know, Jim, is can you teach 
that? I'm sure there's a way to do it. There's a way to 
trigger it. I just haven't figured it out yet. I'm sure 
someone has, and I would love to hear what it is 
that triggers that kind of desire to be connected to 
others, to understand their plight, the empathy 
that's necessary to put yourself in a position of 
understanding what people are thinking and 

feeling so that you can better serve them. 

JS: I don't know, Frank, the answer to that one. I do 
feel like once you've experienced working in a 
team, a company that values diversity, equity and 
inclusion and builds teams based on that, you 
never go back. Once you feel it, you don't want to 
work any other way. If we can have more people 
have that experience—I think that's happening with 
the younger  generation, which you've talked 
about. I was working for a company and I was very 
fortunate because they believed in diversity, equity 
and inclusion and they believed in global career 
paths and they believed in putting people and 
cultures they're not familiar with. I loved it and I 
cannot work a different way now. 

FC: It is that kind of thing, right? Once you see it 
and once you're exposed to it, you're forever 
changed. I think a lot of it is giving people that 
exposure, but a lot of it is that leadership. You 
worked for a company where people say, "We value 
this. If you don't believe we value it, watch how we 
move people around that we value the most in the 
company, watch how we compensate people when 
they do the right thing." 

Everyone's looking at that. Look, I'm optimistic. 
Even though I started off this conversation saying 
it's been a long time and we've been trying to make 
change, I am optimistic and I do feel like this time is 
different. I think it's the E in DEI that actually makes 
the difference, right? Because we're moving from 
that mindset of giving everyone the same thing to 
getting people what they need to succeed, and 
that's a massive shift in our thinking, and I think 
that's going to pay dividends down the line. 
JS: How else will you know we're making progress? 
You're optimistic, but what are the signs, either 
within BlackRock or in  society at large—and I know 
the numbers are part of it—but what are the signs 
that this is changing and this time it's different? 

FC: Some of it is pure numbers, and the numbers 
aren't that  difficult. It should not be that difficult in 
terms of identifying and  attracting talent to bring 
them into the company initially. But  you need to 
cross a critical mass in order for people to feel 
comfortable in any particular culture and for people 
to speak up  and feel like it's safe for those to speak 

up. For me, the first  threshold is, do we have a 
critical mass across different areas of  diversity in 
the company? 

The second one for me, it's how managers explain 
their role in diversity and inclusion. If I asked today, 
I would get a mixture of responses. “Hey, I'm doing 
it because I think it's the right thing to do. I don't 
believe it helps business at all. I'm doing it because 
I'm being forced to do it.” Some will say, "No, this is 
the answer that we've been waiting for, and I'm 
going to unlock massive potential by doing this." 
The more people you hear going down the latter 
path and the more people who avoid the zero-sum 
racial thinking that if I help someone from this 
group, then my group will be hurt, that to me will 
be massive progress. 

The next one for me would be who are getting the 
assignments within the company that are perceived 
as the prime roles within the company? Forget 
senior executive roles for a second, because I'm not 
even going there. These are the roles that people 
say, "Well, if you're in that role, it positions you well 
to advance within the company. To get an 
evaluation of that and see if we are improving in 
terms of percentages of people of color in those 
positions." 

Then I look at the senior levels and see what 
percentages we  have at those levels. That to me is 
how I would evaluate it. There's one last check that 
may seem odd, but it's one that I think may be the 
most important of all, and that is when someone 
diverse exits the company. Learning from that 
experience and what we do around that. 

You could say we do a one-off exit interview, or you 
can pull together a committee of people and say, 
"Let's evaluate this  person's whole experience over 
the life cycle they had within the company, from the 
moment we brought them in, how we  developed 
them, what happened in promotion and  
compensation and why did they leave and what did 
they say, and what would we do differently as a 
result of this so that we  become a learning 
organization?" That's more important than any 
metric that I would give you. 

JS: I'll just share a thought. It's from my alma mater, 

Procter &  Gamble. This happened after I left, but 
P&G has tried to do the right thing in DE&I for a 
long time. Progress is not what they  wanted it to 
be, nor is it today. They brought a bunch of African 
American ex-P&G people who left the company 
and excelled,  and they brought them back en 
masse. They brought a bunch of  them back, and 
they put them around a big table and had one  of 
them moderate and the senior management sat 
behind a two-way mirror and listened. The CEO's 
direct reports. It was a very emotional experience. 
That sort of thing, it's empathetic, it's humble, it's 
vulnerable, and these people, obviously, they had 
no ax to grind other than let's just try to help this 
company who we left for a variety of reasons. Very 
powerful idea. 

FC: That is an incredibly powerful idea, Jim. I love 
that idea, actually. I'm going to try to lift it now 
because it's perfect, because they  actually have no 
ax to grind, like you said. But more important,  they 
were successful afterwards. They're not bitter, 
they're just  going to tell you exactly what they saw, 
how they felt. Look, we  need more of that. But I 
actually want to apply that. Thank you  for sharing 
that with me.

JS: Frank, we're going to wrap this up. I want you to 
offer one or  two pieces of advice to the CMOs in 
large and small companies who want to make a 
difference within their culture and in  society at 
large in diversity, equity and inclusion. 

FC: First, I would say, consider yourself part of the 
core team for  diversity, equity and inclusion. Don't 
think it's an HR role, don't  think it's a culture 
officer's role. Consider yourself part of that  core 
team. The skill set that you have and the insight that 
you  can provide is invaluable. I think that, for me, is 
the first part. The second part is just remember 
diversity, equity and inclusion is both an internal 
thing and external thing. 

On the external side, part of it is creating the 
imagery that help us all advance, but also reducing 
the negative current that some employees face. 
Before they walk into the office, they're 
experiencing things that weigh them down and 
drain them, before they even open the door to your 
office. We have the capability of helping to reduce 

that. I see this as a moral obligation. It's almost as if 
you see someone drowning and  you're a great 
swimmer and you can swim to them. You have the  
capability to help. Why would you not help? I think 
we have the capability to help, and I hope that all of 
us, in some way, find a way to be part of that 
solution. 

JS: Thank you, Frank. It's so good to see you, and 
this is an even better conversation than we had two 
years ago. 

FC: I'm glad, Jim. It's always great to see you. I 
hope to see you in person soon, actually. 

JS: That was my conversation with Frank Cooper, 
and here are three takeaways from this 
conversation to think about in your business and 
life. 

The first one: Learn, learn, learn from diverse 
employees who leave your company. It's sad when 
that happens, no one wants that to happen. 
Regretted turnover is  the worst thing, but learn 
from these people on why they are  leaving. Why 
do they leave? What didn't work out? What can you 
learn from it? BlackRock is great at that. They take 
the  learning and they improve. 

Second takeaway: Listening can be trained. 
BlackRock is training associates to actively listen to 
each other. By being fully engaged and asking 
questions, they're trying to build empathy  skills for 
their employees and decision makers in an effort to  
improve their DE&I efforts.

Third takeaway: Rethink who can be what. Let's face 
it: There are preconceived notions and unconscious 
biases about what roles certain people should be in 
based on age, race and skin tone. But Frank and his 
team are actively challenging their partners about 
rethinking who can be what at BlackRock. 

"NO ONE'S ASKING YOU OR 
ANYONE ELSE TO BE PERFECT. 
PROOF IS ALWAYS IN THE 
PROGRESS."
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JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast: DE&I Mini-Series is Frank Cooper, 
the Senior Managing Director and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer at BlackRock. BlackRock is the 
world's largest asset manager, with about $9.5 
trillion in assets, and operates globally in 30 
countries. Frank was the fourth guest of my podcast 
way back in 2019, and we talked then about 
purpose, finding passion in your work and stepping 
outside your comfort zone. 

In this conversation, Frank shares with sincerity and 
passion what DE&I means to him and how 
BlackRock is activating its  DE&I initiatives guided 
by its purpose. This is my engaging  conversation 
with Frank Cooper.
 
Frank Cooper, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. 
You were my fourth guest on this podcast way back 
in May 2019, two eventful years ago, almost to the 
day. We talked at that time about your childhood, 
about growing up in San Francisco and L.A., your 
career path, and of course, your team and your 
purpose at BlackRock. I want to start with a loaded 
question today. How is your role different now, 
Frank, in June 2021 than it was in May 2019? 

FRANK COOPER: Jim, well, first of all, it's great to 
be back. I was there in the early days of this 
particular podcast that you have, and love it by the 
way. I've been following it and listening. Thank you 
for providing that service. I consider it a gift. Thank 
you for that. It does feel like a lifetime ago in terms 
of life before COVID and what I was focused on and 
some of those things I'm still focused on. I'm still 
focused on the idea of purpose, I'm still focused on 
digital transformation, but a few things have 
changed, which are fundamental shifts for me. 

Number one, like all crises, I think it accelerates and 
amplifies things that are just beneath the surface. 
While purpose was  important, it became urgent, 
and it became urgent to really not only identify 
what our purpose is, but making sure that we live it 
and making sure that it was embedded, and then 
dealing with the inevitable blowback that comes 
with taking a stand and being purpose-driven. I 
found myself at the center of that and having to 
navigate through it and help Larry and others 
navigate through that. That was one.

I think it was impossible for anyone in any part of 
the world to miss the racial reckoning of the Black 
Lives Matter movement,  and that had an enormous 
impact on my role and me personally. Most 
companies and their CEOs in some way felt  they 
had to address this issue of racial inequity and 
diversity,  equity and inclusion. But for me, it 
became central to what I do  at BlackRock, what I do 
personally, but even what I do as a  marketer. That's 
been a fairly dramatic shift for me. Then the  last 
one is, and this is also due to the pandemic, we've 
seen  acceleration of digital adoption.

Even those you might consider late adopters and 
those in the  periphery, they were forced into the 
pool. Everyone's in the  pool now. Now these 
behaviors, I think, are changing everything. You're 
seeing a faster evolution of certain platforms, like 
TikTok is moving quickly toward providing 
meaningful knowledge and skills. You couldn't say 
that before the pandemic. I think you're seeing 
commerce intersect with every single industry now, 
including financial services. We are part of trying to 
understand and stay on the leading edge of how 
digital technology and the way in which people 
adopt it in their lives will impact their relationship 
with money, whether it's how they save it or invest 
it, earn it or spend it.
 
JS: Frank, you used two powerful words among 
many powerful  words in what you just said. One 
was, your purpose became  more urgent and you 
had to deal with the blowback of taking a  stand. 
Could you talk about both of those a bit more? 
When you say the purpose became more urgent, 

what do you mean by that? What have you learned 
about dealing with the blowback that comes from 
taking a point of view? 

FC: Our purpose became more urgent in the sense 
that employees in particular, but also communities, 
they had higher expectations of us. I think they had 
higher expectations of  business overall. It forced us 
to really get back to what is the most fundamental 
truth. People are asking us, "Why does  business 
even exist?" We’d taken it for granted like, "Oh, this 
is  the way it's always been. Business should always 
exist, and you  have a right to have a corporate 
status and you have a right to  have favorable tax 
treatment and you have a right to tap into  the 
infrastructure." 

Actually, this is not exactly true. We assume that 
business is in  some way contributing positively to 
life, therefore, we give  them all these privileges. 
People were asking the question, is  this beneficial 
to me? Is this industry helping me? Is this  company 
helping me? Are they contributing in some positive  
way to society? We were getting asked that 
question. Are we  allocating our assets in a way that 
actually helps the planet? Are  we contributing to 
inequality, or are we on the side of being  part of 
the solution? 

As we got thrust into that, we also got thrust into 
what I think is almost inevitably a political debate, 
right? Because everything  today with a backdrop 
of rising populism and growing inequality  and 
shifting economic bases, all that's happening in the  
backdrop, almost everything's political. But 
certainly when you  start stepping into things like 
racial inequity and inequality and  wealth inequality, 
those get political very quickly. But here's  
something we realized in the way that we try to 
navigate it: We realized that silence is also a moral 
choice. 

People think you're either activist and you're acting 
out and  you're speaking up—and that is the thing 
that in some way is an  affirmative choice that sets 
you off to a path that's different  from your core 
responsibility as a leader of a business. And they  
think that silence is the opposite of that, that it's 
inaction, but  it's not. Silence is also an action and 
people are recognizing that.  They're saying, "Well, 

actually, silence is basically saying, 'I  believe in the 
status quo,' or, 'I am supporting some of the  things 
that I see happening in the community and people 
are  getting called out for it.'" 

The realization for us is that whether you decide to 
remain silent or neutral, or whether you decide to 
speak up, you'll be held accountable. Why not step 
up and step into the values of your company, step 
into your purpose, why you exist? That becomes 
your compass to navigate this range of 
stakeholders, that becomes your compass in terms 
of how you take a step forward, even if it has an 
effect on short-term profits. 

JS: You and your team at BlackRock over the last 
two years, especially the last two years, have made 
some pretty strong public commitments about how 
you want to improve and get better in many 
elements of social justice, diversity, equity and 
inclusion. Could you speak a bit about why those 
choices and those commitments, and maybe more 
importantly, what are you learning on the journey to 
meet those commitments? 

FC: Like all the other companies, particularly when 
George Floyd died in 2020, we held town halls, we 
had conversations. But again, it was a realization 
that while we talked about diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we felt like we weren't doing enough. 
Then you look at the data and you say, "Clearly, 
we're not doing enough." We're not alone. It's 
across multiple industries. What we learned is many 
companies have been at  this a long time and trying 
to move forward and trying to make progress 
around diversity first—can I increase my numbers? 

Then they try to increase inclusion. Can I make 
people have a sense of belonging? At least by my 
estimation, we have not  done a good job, and I'm 
not saying BlackRock. I'm saying across all 
industries and those who actually want to progress 
diversity and inclusion. We have had great 
intentions, we've had moments of celebration, 
moments of good progress, but in the end, the 
progress has not been great. You can look at the 
numbers and it will bear that out. But what I think 
changes this—one, I think you have a broader group 
of people who can see themselves in the other. 

They can see themselves in Black people and 
brown people. That didn't happen before. I'm 
thankful for this camera on the  mobile phone 
because that was the game changer. It wasn't one 
person's word against the other. You could actually 
see it with your own eyes, what has happened. 
There's that sense of understanding a new kind of 
truth of people's circumstances. There's, for 
whatever reason, a greater sense of empathy 
among a large set of people. We focus on the 
exceptions. We see the fighting and the 
combatants and all that. 

But the movement that I see is that people actually 
are trying to understand each other more. I think 
you see it in pop culture. Number one genre in 
music right now is hip-hop across the world, which 
is an amazing thing if you think about where 
hip-hop came from. There's this opening now 
where people can start to see themselves in the 
other. That's one piece of it. As they see themselves 
in the other, they start to realize that in helping the 
other, whether it's a Black person or Latinx, or 
whether it's Moroccan in France, or whether it's 
some group that is other than you, you realize 
you're helping yourself. 

I think that is a shift I had not seen before. That's 
one key part of it. The second part of it for me is 
this—and a lot of it comes down to employees—the 
best talent, particularly the younger you go, they 
actually expect this as a matter of course, that of 
course, you're going to have diversity and of 
course, you're going to include people and give a 
sense of belonging, and of course, you're not going 
to try to replicate decades of exclusion. Of course, 
you're going to do that. 

If you don't do it and if it's not real, they vote with 
their feet.  They move. What I love about whatever 

you want to call the  various generations, 
millennials, Gen Y, what I love about it is  that 
they're not just talking. I would say a lot of us, we 
talked a  lot, and then when it came down to it, it 
was really financially painful. Most would say, "Okay, 
we're going to try to figure it out in the margins." 
They'd just walk away and say, "No, that's not for 
me. I'm not doing it," and we're seeing that.  

People are coming into interviews. They expect us 
to have clear answers about what we're going to do 
in diversity, equity and inclusion, and they want to 
hear clear examples of it. Jim, a long way to say, as 
a result of that, we basically started to set some 
benchmarks ourselves. We wanted to increase our 
representation to 30 percent. We started identifying 
the high-performing in the US, Black and Latinx 
executives, and we started to build programs to 
help ensure that they were always on the list when it 
came to promotion and compensation, because 
those are the two most critical pain points that 
we've seen in terms of diverse executives: 
promotions and compensation. 

Then we realized it's not only internal, it's external. 
We've  accelerated our diverse manager program 
externally so that as  we're doing deals, we bring in 
diverse fund managers who are  part of that. We are 
committed to and publicly announced that  we are 
going to do a racial equity audit next year. We're on 
the  path. When I look at how we're doing, I'm 
happy that we're  making progress, and I think 
more people are aware. We need  to move more 
quickly, and we need to remain committed to it. 

I'm very concerned, because again, there will be 
blowback in this area, also. I've already heard some 
of the language outside, some people [talking 
about] diversity BS, or this is political correctness. 
The cynic always seems to be more credible, right?  
Because it appeals to the negative side. It appeals 
to our survival instinct. But in this case, I think the 
cynic will lose long-term, because there are more 
people who believe this is not only the right thing 
to do, it's the only way forward. 

JS: What do you say to that cynic, Frank? 

FC: Oh, wow. What a great question. I would say, 
I'm never going to  try to convince you about what 

is fair and what is right in some  moral sense. Not 
going to convince you of that. But what I  would say 
is, as you do with any other firm-wide priority, look 
at  the facts, look at the data, listen to people. Not 
just the people  that are next to you, listen to 
people who may not be like you,  and then make a 
decision about whether or not you believe that  you 
can thrive as a company and thrive as a leader 
long-term by  adopting a position that seems to be 
regressive, at least in light  of the information that 
you're receiving.
 
If you decide to stay the same, bless you. I'm sure 
that will work out for you. But what we've seen 
before is that when everything  else is changing 
and you stay the same, you'll eventually become an 
artifact. We'll be looking at you in the museum. But 
if you want to adapt, here's a pathway to do it. The 
last thing I'll say is this, no one's asking you or 
anyone else to be perfect. Proof is always in the 
progress. What we're saying is wherever you're 
starting, even if you think it's horrific, it's like, "I can't 
believe we're in this position, it's going to be 
embarrassing," it's okay. You start from that place, 
and then you make progress. That's when people 
know if you're authentic or not.

 

JS: Frank, what's your role as CMO been in leading 
this change? I know it's a top team, it's a 
corporate-wide initiative. You set the goals, the 
commitments you're going to be public about next 
year. How has this shifted? We talked about your 
job two years ago. In terms of your time, your 
energy, your focus, how has it shifted your role as 
CMO? 

FC: Jim, it's funny. In some cases, I don't even think 
of my role as  CMO. I just think of my role as being 
an executive within BlackRock, and the time I'm 
investing really is in people that I believe have the 
potential to do great things within our company or 
beyond our company. I'm on far too many 

committees, I'm sure, but I try to organize large 
conversations. I've organized several of the large 
town halls that we've hosted here at BlackRock. I try 
to organize small conversations, which I think are 
even better, because I think, proximity. 

Brian Stevenson talks about this a lot, this idea of 
proximity, and not just being close to people, but 
really hearing their stories  and sharing your story. 
It's easier to be vulnerable in that  setting, and I've 
tried to share as much of my story and my own  
challenges with the group. I've tried to encourage 
true diversity  in some of these groups so that it's 
not just all Black or all Latinx, or all women. To have 
a mixture there. I've tried to  encourage people not 
to shame and blame because that never  has 
proven successful, but to listen and connect. 

For me, it's not marketing per se. I think we use 
some of the marketing skills of, how do you extract 
information and tell stories, but it's just really about 
leadership. I'm fully committed to it because I do 
believe it's the right thing to do, but I'm also fully 
committed to it because I believe this is about 
unlocking potential in people and the organization. 
The sad thing for me is that if we are not paying 
attention to how we can give people the tools that 
will allow them to be the best, or how to reduce the 
negative currents before they walk through the 
front door, like racial injustice or police misconduct, 
we're hurting ourselves and we're hurting them. 

I just see a great opportunity to do that. There is a 
marketing side to this, though. I do see it as I said 
before, I think DEI is both  internal and external. We 
should be great at building narratives and telling 
stories and looking at data and teasing out insights 
from the data and sharing that with people in 
designing experiences. All of this is within our 
grasp. We can point that toward the employee 
population, which we are now doing, and we have 
our one BlackRock bulletin and other things where 
we speak to our employees, but we can also point it 
to the outside world. 

We can start to show people a vision of what's 
possible for those who have been historically 
excluded. We've partnered  with SeeHer, we've 
partnered with AIM. We are trying to be part of that 
movement that is getting people to rethink some of  

the archetypes that have been burned into their 
consciousness  about who can be what. Last thing 
I'll say on this, and now I'm going on and on on this 
one. This is a namedrop, but I have to say this one, 
because this one sticks out for me. I went to law 
school with Barack, President Obama, but I 
remember having this conversation with him on his 
50th birthday. 

I said, "You should be thankful to the entertainment 
industry."  "They should be your best friend.”  I 
won't say it's exclusively because of the 
entertainment industry, but in large part, the stories 
that were being told helped people imagine and 
get comfortable with the idea of a Black president. 
Morgan  Freeman as president was helpful. Even on 
the show, 24, and a Black president. 

Suddenly, you normalize that, and so it reduces all 
of the unconscious bias that otherwise might 
prevent you from  moving forward. I think Shonda 
Rhimes is the most brilliant at  doing it. I think as 
marketers, we do the same thing. We're  portraying 
images and telling stories, and these stories are 
getting more sophisticated over time as we move 
away from 30 second spots, and we have an 
opportunity to shape that  perception of people 
also. 

JS: Were you a better student then President 
Obama, or was he a better student than you, Frank? 

FC: He was both a better student and smarter 
about how to translate that into a successful 
outcome. 

JS: You and I have talked about this before. It's a 
mindset issue and I'd like to get your insights from 
what you've been leading at BlackRock. Sometimes 
companies can look at DE&I and think compliance, 
numbers, framework. And then others look at it  
and think about it as growth and energy and 
building a better  company, a higher performance 
company. It sounds like your  mindset is much the 
latter, which is great. How have you built that at 
BlackRock? 

FC: I can't claim that we fully built it. What I can say 
is that we have made that mental shift and this is 
not just about checking the box, it's not just about 

pure compliance, whether that's an  official, 
regulatory thing or otherwise. But here's some of 
the  things we're trying to do. One, instead of 
putting the full burden on the diverse employee, 
we're now looking at the managers and we're 
saying, "Maybe the managers need to change." 
We're trying to increase training around how do 
you listen actively? There's a whole range of 
listening, from motivational listening to appreciative 
listening to active listening. 

But how do you do that in a way that people feel 
like you're  fully engaged with them? How do you 
ask questions in a way  that's humble, but still 
honest and authentic? We're trying to  build up all 
these empathy skills, basically, for managers. But 
the  most difficult one, and this is the one that I feel 
like we don't  have a full answer to it, is how do you 
see potential in someone  who may not look like 
you? As I mentioned earlier, two of the pain points 
for many diverse employees occur at promotions 
and it occurs at compensation.

People always rationalize whatever decision they 
make. You can come up with the right language. 
Someone's suddenly not  strategic or we need to 
see a little more activity from this person in this 
area. Oh, they don't have enough experience. But 
other people would give the benefit of  the doubt, 
and we stretch them into roles. It's because you can 
see the potential in them. How do you bridge that 
gap? It's a very difficult thing to do. The only thing 
we've come up with, and this is still in motion, is you 
have to be willing to understand the history of 
people and learn about how that plays out in the 
world today. 

If you are somewhere where someone doesn't 
speak out in your position, well, I don't see that 
person as a leader because that person is in the 
room. I've given them authority and they don't 

seem to speak up, and they certainly don't 
challenge me or anyone else in the room. If you 
look at the history of that person,  you might have a 
barrier there because they may feel like if they're 
perceived as speaking out, that they're too 
aggressive,  and if they're perceived as too 
aggressive, they become a threat  and that may be 
their history. 

You have to educate people about the background 
and history of different types of people. I don't have 
a full answer to that one. You can do more diversity 
training for employees, but of all the things I'm 
looking at, that is the most critical, building up that 
manager capability.

JS: Do you have any tips on that, Frank? Seeing the 
potential in someone who is not like you or not like 
me? Certainly, in my  experience, I try to be in that 
person's mind, walk in their shoes, understand their 
history and understand their life. How have they 
dealt with what life has presented them with? I 
always feel like if you look at someone's behavior in 
whatever situation they're in, there's lots of insights. 

FC: What you just said for me, I suggest you're 
already on the leading edge of all of this. Because 
just having the willingness to  want to understand 
other people and to spend the time and  have that 
consideration, that's far ahead of most people. 
Most  people would say, "Within whatever time 
period I have at work,  I treat everyone the same. It's 
the quality mindset. I give everyone the same 
amount of time. I give them the same  opportunity 
to perform, and no, I don't spend more time trying  
to get beneath the surface. Because I'm not a 
psychologist, I'm not a therapist, I won't do it."
I think you're light-years ahead already on that. I 
don't have really much to add to that because I 
think it is that kind of  curiosity and sense of 
wanting to know more about people that actually is 
core to it. The reason I said we're not fully there is 
because ... What I don't know, Jim, is can you teach 
that? I'm sure there's a way to do it. There's a way to 
trigger it. I just haven't figured it out yet. I'm sure 
someone has, and I would love to hear what it is 
that triggers that kind of desire to be connected to 
others, to understand their plight, the empathy 
that's necessary to put yourself in a position of 
understanding what people are thinking and 

feeling so that you can better serve them. 

JS: I don't know, Frank, the answer to that one. I do 
feel like once you've experienced working in a 
team, a company that values diversity, equity and 
inclusion and builds teams based on that, you 
never go back. Once you feel it, you don't want to 
work any other way. If we can have more people 
have that experience—I think that's happening with 
the younger  generation, which you've talked 
about. I was working for a company and I was very 
fortunate because they believed in diversity, equity 
and inclusion and they believed in global career 
paths and they believed in putting people and 
cultures they're not familiar with. I loved it and I 
cannot work a different way now. 

FC: It is that kind of thing, right? Once you see it 
and once you're exposed to it, you're forever 
changed. I think a lot of it is giving people that 
exposure, but a lot of it is that leadership. You 
worked for a company where people say, "We value 
this. If you don't believe we value it, watch how we 
move people around that we value the most in the 
company, watch how we compensate people when 
they do the right thing." 

Everyone's looking at that. Look, I'm optimistic. 
Even though I started off this conversation saying 
it's been a long time and we've been trying to make 
change, I am optimistic and I do feel like this time is 
different. I think it's the E in DEI that actually makes 
the difference, right? Because we're moving from 
that mindset of giving everyone the same thing to 
getting people what they need to succeed, and 
that's a massive shift in our thinking, and I think 
that's going to pay dividends down the line. 
JS: How else will you know we're making progress? 
You're optimistic, but what are the signs, either 
within BlackRock or in  society at large—and I know 
the numbers are part of it—but what are the signs 
that this is changing and this time it's different? 

FC: Some of it is pure numbers, and the numbers 
aren't that  difficult. It should not be that difficult in 
terms of identifying and  attracting talent to bring 
them into the company initially. But  you need to 
cross a critical mass in order for people to feel 
comfortable in any particular culture and for people 
to speak up  and feel like it's safe for those to speak 

up. For me, the first  threshold is, do we have a 
critical mass across different areas of  diversity in 
the company? 

The second one for me, it's how managers explain 
their role in diversity and inclusion. If I asked today, 
I would get a mixture of responses. “Hey, I'm doing 
it because I think it's the right thing to do. I don't 
believe it helps business at all. I'm doing it because 
I'm being forced to do it.” Some will say, "No, this is 
the answer that we've been waiting for, and I'm 
going to unlock massive potential by doing this." 
The more people you hear going down the latter 
path and the more people who avoid the zero-sum 
racial thinking that if I help someone from this 
group, then my group will be hurt, that to me will 
be massive progress. 

The next one for me would be who are getting the 
assignments within the company that are perceived 
as the prime roles within the company? Forget 
senior executive roles for a second, because I'm not 
even going there. These are the roles that people 
say, "Well, if you're in that role, it positions you well 
to advance within the company. To get an 
evaluation of that and see if we are improving in 
terms of percentages of people of color in those 
positions." 

Then I look at the senior levels and see what 
percentages we  have at those levels. That to me is 
how I would evaluate it. There's one last check that 
may seem odd, but it's one that I think may be the 
most important of all, and that is when someone 
diverse exits the company. Learning from that 
experience and what we do around that. 

You could say we do a one-off exit interview, or you 
can pull together a committee of people and say, 
"Let's evaluate this  person's whole experience over 
the life cycle they had within the company, from the 
moment we brought them in, how we  developed 
them, what happened in promotion and  
compensation and why did they leave and what did 
they say, and what would we do differently as a 
result of this so that we  become a learning 
organization?" That's more important than any 
metric that I would give you. 

JS: I'll just share a thought. It's from my alma mater, 

Procter &  Gamble. This happened after I left, but 
P&G has tried to do the right thing in DE&I for a 
long time. Progress is not what they  wanted it to 
be, nor is it today. They brought a bunch of African 
American ex-P&G people who left the company 
and excelled,  and they brought them back en 
masse. They brought a bunch of  them back, and 
they put them around a big table and had one  of 
them moderate and the senior management sat 
behind a two-way mirror and listened. The CEO's 
direct reports. It was a very emotional experience. 
That sort of thing, it's empathetic, it's humble, it's 
vulnerable, and these people, obviously, they had 
no ax to grind other than let's just try to help this 
company who we left for a variety of reasons. Very 
powerful idea. 

FC: That is an incredibly powerful idea, Jim. I love 
that idea, actually. I'm going to try to lift it now 
because it's perfect, because they  actually have no 
ax to grind, like you said. But more important,  they 
were successful afterwards. They're not bitter, 
they're just  going to tell you exactly what they saw, 
how they felt. Look, we  need more of that. But I 
actually want to apply that. Thank you  for sharing 
that with me.

JS: Frank, we're going to wrap this up. I want you to 
offer one or  two pieces of advice to the CMOs in 
large and small companies who want to make a 
difference within their culture and in  society at 
large in diversity, equity and inclusion. 

FC: First, I would say, consider yourself part of the 
core team for  diversity, equity and inclusion. Don't 
think it's an HR role, don't  think it's a culture 
officer's role. Consider yourself part of that  core 
team. The skill set that you have and the insight that 
you  can provide is invaluable. I think that, for me, is 
the first part. The second part is just remember 
diversity, equity and inclusion is both an internal 
thing and external thing. 

On the external side, part of it is creating the 
imagery that help us all advance, but also reducing 
the negative current that some employees face. 
Before they walk into the office, they're 
experiencing things that weigh them down and 
drain them, before they even open the door to your 
office. We have the capability of helping to reduce 

that. I see this as a moral obligation. It's almost as if 
you see someone drowning and  you're a great 
swimmer and you can swim to them. You have the  
capability to help. Why would you not help? I think 
we have the capability to help, and I hope that all of 
us, in some way, find a way to be part of that 
solution. 

JS: Thank you, Frank. It's so good to see you, and 
this is an even better conversation than we had two 
years ago. 

FC: I'm glad, Jim. It's always great to see you. I 
hope to see you in person soon, actually. 

JS: That was my conversation with Frank Cooper, 
and here are three takeaways from this 
conversation to think about in your business and 
life. 

The first one: Learn, learn, learn from diverse 
employees who leave your company. It's sad when 
that happens, no one wants that to happen. 
Regretted turnover is  the worst thing, but learn 
from these people on why they are  leaving. Why 
do they leave? What didn't work out? What can you 
learn from it? BlackRock is great at that. They take 
the  learning and they improve. 

Second takeaway: Listening can be trained. 
BlackRock is training associates to actively listen to 
each other. By being fully engaged and asking 
questions, they're trying to build empathy  skills for 
their employees and decision makers in an effort to  
improve their DE&I efforts.

Third takeaway: Rethink who can be what. Let's face 
it: There are preconceived notions and unconscious 
biases about what roles certain people should be in 
based on age, race and skin tone. But Frank and his 
team are actively challenging their partners about 
rethinking who can be what at BlackRock. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast: DE&I Mini-Series is Frank Cooper, 
the Senior Managing Director and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer at BlackRock. BlackRock is the 
world's largest asset manager, with about $9.5 
trillion in assets, and operates globally in 30 
countries. Frank was the fourth guest of my podcast 
way back in 2019, and we talked then about 
purpose, finding passion in your work and stepping 
outside your comfort zone. 

In this conversation, Frank shares with sincerity and 
passion what DE&I means to him and how 
BlackRock is activating its  DE&I initiatives guided 
by its purpose. This is my engaging  conversation 
with Frank Cooper.
 
Frank Cooper, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. 
You were my fourth guest on this podcast way back 
in May 2019, two eventful years ago, almost to the 
day. We talked at that time about your childhood, 
about growing up in San Francisco and L.A., your 
career path, and of course, your team and your 
purpose at BlackRock. I want to start with a loaded 
question today. How is your role different now, 
Frank, in June 2021 than it was in May 2019? 

FRANK COOPER: Jim, well, first of all, it's great to 
be back. I was there in the early days of this 
particular podcast that you have, and love it by the 
way. I've been following it and listening. Thank you 
for providing that service. I consider it a gift. Thank 
you for that. It does feel like a lifetime ago in terms 
of life before COVID and what I was focused on and 
some of those things I'm still focused on. I'm still 
focused on the idea of purpose, I'm still focused on 
digital transformation, but a few things have 
changed, which are fundamental shifts for me. 

Number one, like all crises, I think it accelerates and 
amplifies things that are just beneath the surface. 
While purpose was  important, it became urgent, 
and it became urgent to really not only identify 
what our purpose is, but making sure that we live it 
and making sure that it was embedded, and then 
dealing with the inevitable blowback that comes 
with taking a stand and being purpose-driven. I 
found myself at the center of that and having to 
navigate through it and help Larry and others 
navigate through that. That was one.

I think it was impossible for anyone in any part of 
the world to miss the racial reckoning of the Black 
Lives Matter movement,  and that had an enormous 
impact on my role and me personally. Most 
companies and their CEOs in some way felt  they 
had to address this issue of racial inequity and 
diversity,  equity and inclusion. But for me, it 
became central to what I do  at BlackRock, what I do 
personally, but even what I do as a  marketer. That's 
been a fairly dramatic shift for me. Then the  last 
one is, and this is also due to the pandemic, we've 
seen  acceleration of digital adoption.

Even those you might consider late adopters and 
those in the  periphery, they were forced into the 
pool. Everyone's in the  pool now. Now these 
behaviors, I think, are changing everything. You're 
seeing a faster evolution of certain platforms, like 
TikTok is moving quickly toward providing 
meaningful knowledge and skills. You couldn't say 
that before the pandemic. I think you're seeing 
commerce intersect with every single industry now, 
including financial services. We are part of trying to 
understand and stay on the leading edge of how 
digital technology and the way in which people 
adopt it in their lives will impact their relationship 
with money, whether it's how they save it or invest 
it, earn it or spend it.
 
JS: Frank, you used two powerful words among 
many powerful  words in what you just said. One 
was, your purpose became  more urgent and you 
had to deal with the blowback of taking a  stand. 
Could you talk about both of those a bit more? 
When you say the purpose became more urgent, 

what do you mean by that? What have you learned 
about dealing with the blowback that comes from 
taking a point of view? 

FC: Our purpose became more urgent in the sense 
that employees in particular, but also communities, 
they had higher expectations of us. I think they had 
higher expectations of  business overall. It forced us 
to really get back to what is the most fundamental 
truth. People are asking us, "Why does  business 
even exist?" We’d taken it for granted like, "Oh, this 
is  the way it's always been. Business should always 
exist, and you  have a right to have a corporate 
status and you have a right to  have favorable tax 
treatment and you have a right to tap into  the 
infrastructure." 

Actually, this is not exactly true. We assume that 
business is in  some way contributing positively to 
life, therefore, we give  them all these privileges. 
People were asking the question, is  this beneficial 
to me? Is this industry helping me? Is this  company 
helping me? Are they contributing in some positive  
way to society? We were getting asked that 
question. Are we  allocating our assets in a way that 
actually helps the planet? Are  we contributing to 
inequality, or are we on the side of being  part of 
the solution? 

As we got thrust into that, we also got thrust into 
what I think is almost inevitably a political debate, 
right? Because everything  today with a backdrop 
of rising populism and growing inequality  and 
shifting economic bases, all that's happening in the  
backdrop, almost everything's political. But 
certainly when you  start stepping into things like 
racial inequity and inequality and  wealth inequality, 
those get political very quickly. But here's  
something we realized in the way that we try to 
navigate it: We realized that silence is also a moral 
choice. 

People think you're either activist and you're acting 
out and  you're speaking up—and that is the thing 
that in some way is an  affirmative choice that sets 
you off to a path that's different  from your core 
responsibility as a leader of a business. And they  
think that silence is the opposite of that, that it's 
inaction, but  it's not. Silence is also an action and 
people are recognizing that.  They're saying, "Well, 

actually, silence is basically saying, 'I  believe in the 
status quo,' or, 'I am supporting some of the  things 
that I see happening in the community and people 
are  getting called out for it.'" 

The realization for us is that whether you decide to 
remain silent or neutral, or whether you decide to 
speak up, you'll be held accountable. Why not step 
up and step into the values of your company, step 
into your purpose, why you exist? That becomes 
your compass to navigate this range of 
stakeholders, that becomes your compass in terms 
of how you take a step forward, even if it has an 
effect on short-term profits. 

JS: You and your team at BlackRock over the last 
two years, especially the last two years, have made 
some pretty strong public commitments about how 
you want to improve and get better in many 
elements of social justice, diversity, equity and 
inclusion. Could you speak a bit about why those 
choices and those commitments, and maybe more 
importantly, what are you learning on the journey to 
meet those commitments? 

FC: Like all the other companies, particularly when 
George Floyd died in 2020, we held town halls, we 
had conversations. But again, it was a realization 
that while we talked about diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we felt like we weren't doing enough. 
Then you look at the data and you say, "Clearly, 
we're not doing enough." We're not alone. It's 
across multiple industries. What we learned is many 
companies have been at  this a long time and trying 
to move forward and trying to make progress 
around diversity first—can I increase my numbers? 

Then they try to increase inclusion. Can I make 
people have a sense of belonging? At least by my 
estimation, we have not  done a good job, and I'm 
not saying BlackRock. I'm saying across all 
industries and those who actually want to progress 
diversity and inclusion. We have had great 
intentions, we've had moments of celebration, 
moments of good progress, but in the end, the 
progress has not been great. You can look at the 
numbers and it will bear that out. But what I think 
changes this—one, I think you have a broader group 
of people who can see themselves in the other. 

They can see themselves in Black people and 
brown people. That didn't happen before. I'm 
thankful for this camera on the  mobile phone 
because that was the game changer. It wasn't one 
person's word against the other. You could actually 
see it with your own eyes, what has happened. 
There's that sense of understanding a new kind of 
truth of people's circumstances. There's, for 
whatever reason, a greater sense of empathy 
among a large set of people. We focus on the 
exceptions. We see the fighting and the 
combatants and all that. 

But the movement that I see is that people actually 
are trying to understand each other more. I think 
you see it in pop culture. Number one genre in 
music right now is hip-hop across the world, which 
is an amazing thing if you think about where 
hip-hop came from. There's this opening now 
where people can start to see themselves in the 
other. That's one piece of it. As they see themselves 
in the other, they start to realize that in helping the 
other, whether it's a Black person or Latinx, or 
whether it's Moroccan in France, or whether it's 
some group that is other than you, you realize 
you're helping yourself. 

I think that is a shift I had not seen before. That's 
one key part of it. The second part of it for me is 
this—and a lot of it comes down to employees—the 
best talent, particularly the younger you go, they 
actually expect this as a matter of course, that of 
course, you're going to have diversity and of 
course, you're going to include people and give a 
sense of belonging, and of course, you're not going 
to try to replicate decades of exclusion. Of course, 
you're going to do that. 

If you don't do it and if it's not real, they vote with 
their feet.  They move. What I love about whatever 

you want to call the  various generations, 
millennials, Gen Y, what I love about it is  that 
they're not just talking. I would say a lot of us, we 
talked a  lot, and then when it came down to it, it 
was really financially painful. Most would say, "Okay, 
we're going to try to figure it out in the margins." 
They'd just walk away and say, "No, that's not for 
me. I'm not doing it," and we're seeing that.  

People are coming into interviews. They expect us 
to have clear answers about what we're going to do 
in diversity, equity and inclusion, and they want to 
hear clear examples of it. Jim, a long way to say, as 
a result of that, we basically started to set some 
benchmarks ourselves. We wanted to increase our 
representation to 30 percent. We started identifying 
the high-performing in the US, Black and Latinx 
executives, and we started to build programs to 
help ensure that they were always on the list when it 
came to promotion and compensation, because 
those are the two most critical pain points that 
we've seen in terms of diverse executives: 
promotions and compensation. 

Then we realized it's not only internal, it's external. 
We've  accelerated our diverse manager program 
externally so that as  we're doing deals, we bring in 
diverse fund managers who are  part of that. We are 
committed to and publicly announced that  we are 
going to do a racial equity audit next year. We're on 
the  path. When I look at how we're doing, I'm 
happy that we're  making progress, and I think 
more people are aware. We need  to move more 
quickly, and we need to remain committed to it. 

I'm very concerned, because again, there will be 
blowback in this area, also. I've already heard some 
of the language outside, some people [talking 
about] diversity BS, or this is political correctness. 
The cynic always seems to be more credible, right?  
Because it appeals to the negative side. It appeals 
to our survival instinct. But in this case, I think the 
cynic will lose long-term, because there are more 
people who believe this is not only the right thing 
to do, it's the only way forward. 

JS: What do you say to that cynic, Frank? 

FC: Oh, wow. What a great question. I would say, 
I'm never going to  try to convince you about what 

is fair and what is right in some  moral sense. Not 
going to convince you of that. But what I  would say 
is, as you do with any other firm-wide priority, look 
at  the facts, look at the data, listen to people. Not 
just the people  that are next to you, listen to 
people who may not be like you,  and then make a 
decision about whether or not you believe that  you 
can thrive as a company and thrive as a leader 
long-term by  adopting a position that seems to be 
regressive, at least in light  of the information that 
you're receiving.
 
If you decide to stay the same, bless you. I'm sure 
that will work out for you. But what we've seen 
before is that when everything  else is changing 
and you stay the same, you'll eventually become an 
artifact. We'll be looking at you in the museum. But 
if you want to adapt, here's a pathway to do it. The 
last thing I'll say is this, no one's asking you or 
anyone else to be perfect. Proof is always in the 
progress. What we're saying is wherever you're 
starting, even if you think it's horrific, it's like, "I can't 
believe we're in this position, it's going to be 
embarrassing," it's okay. You start from that place, 
and then you make progress. That's when people 
know if you're authentic or not.

 

JS: Frank, what's your role as CMO been in leading 
this change? I know it's a top team, it's a 
corporate-wide initiative. You set the goals, the 
commitments you're going to be public about next 
year. How has this shifted? We talked about your 
job two years ago. In terms of your time, your 
energy, your focus, how has it shifted your role as 
CMO? 

FC: Jim, it's funny. In some cases, I don't even think 
of my role as  CMO. I just think of my role as being 
an executive within BlackRock, and the time I'm 
investing really is in people that I believe have the 
potential to do great things within our company or 
beyond our company. I'm on far too many 

committees, I'm sure, but I try to organize large 
conversations. I've organized several of the large 
town halls that we've hosted here at BlackRock. I try 
to organize small conversations, which I think are 
even better, because I think, proximity. 

Brian Stevenson talks about this a lot, this idea of 
proximity, and not just being close to people, but 
really hearing their stories  and sharing your story. 
It's easier to be vulnerable in that  setting, and I've 
tried to share as much of my story and my own  
challenges with the group. I've tried to encourage 
true diversity  in some of these groups so that it's 
not just all Black or all Latinx, or all women. To have 
a mixture there. I've tried to  encourage people not 
to shame and blame because that never  has 
proven successful, but to listen and connect. 

For me, it's not marketing per se. I think we use 
some of the marketing skills of, how do you extract 
information and tell stories, but it's just really about 
leadership. I'm fully committed to it because I do 
believe it's the right thing to do, but I'm also fully 
committed to it because I believe this is about 
unlocking potential in people and the organization. 
The sad thing for me is that if we are not paying 
attention to how we can give people the tools that 
will allow them to be the best, or how to reduce the 
negative currents before they walk through the 
front door, like racial injustice or police misconduct, 
we're hurting ourselves and we're hurting them. 

I just see a great opportunity to do that. There is a 
marketing side to this, though. I do see it as I said 
before, I think DEI is both  internal and external. We 
should be great at building narratives and telling 
stories and looking at data and teasing out insights 
from the data and sharing that with people in 
designing experiences. All of this is within our 
grasp. We can point that toward the employee 
population, which we are now doing, and we have 
our one BlackRock bulletin and other things where 
we speak to our employees, but we can also point it 
to the outside world. 

We can start to show people a vision of what's 
possible for those who have been historically 
excluded. We've partnered  with SeeHer, we've 
partnered with AIM. We are trying to be part of that 
movement that is getting people to rethink some of  

the archetypes that have been burned into their 
consciousness  about who can be what. Last thing 
I'll say on this, and now I'm going on and on on this 
one. This is a namedrop, but I have to say this one, 
because this one sticks out for me. I went to law 
school with Barack, President Obama, but I 
remember having this conversation with him on his 
50th birthday. 

I said, "You should be thankful to the entertainment 
industry."  "They should be your best friend.”  I 
won't say it's exclusively because of the 
entertainment industry, but in large part, the stories 
that were being told helped people imagine and 
get comfortable with the idea of a Black president. 
Morgan  Freeman as president was helpful. Even on 
the show, 24, and a Black president. 

Suddenly, you normalize that, and so it reduces all 
of the unconscious bias that otherwise might 
prevent you from  moving forward. I think Shonda 
Rhimes is the most brilliant at  doing it. I think as 
marketers, we do the same thing. We're  portraying 
images and telling stories, and these stories are 
getting more sophisticated over time as we move 
away from 30 second spots, and we have an 
opportunity to shape that  perception of people 
also. 

JS: Were you a better student then President 
Obama, or was he a better student than you, Frank? 

FC: He was both a better student and smarter 
about how to translate that into a successful 
outcome. 

JS: You and I have talked about this before. It's a 
mindset issue and I'd like to get your insights from 
what you've been leading at BlackRock. Sometimes 
companies can look at DE&I and think compliance, 
numbers, framework. And then others look at it  
and think about it as growth and energy and 
building a better  company, a higher performance 
company. It sounds like your  mindset is much the 
latter, which is great. How have you built that at 
BlackRock? 

FC: I can't claim that we fully built it. What I can say 
is that we have made that mental shift and this is 
not just about checking the box, it's not just about 

pure compliance, whether that's an  official, 
regulatory thing or otherwise. But here's some of 
the  things we're trying to do. One, instead of 
putting the full burden on the diverse employee, 
we're now looking at the managers and we're 
saying, "Maybe the managers need to change." 
We're trying to increase training around how do 
you listen actively? There's a whole range of 
listening, from motivational listening to appreciative 
listening to active listening. 

But how do you do that in a way that people feel 
like you're  fully engaged with them? How do you 
ask questions in a way  that's humble, but still 
honest and authentic? We're trying to  build up all 
these empathy skills, basically, for managers. But 
the  most difficult one, and this is the one that I feel 
like we don't  have a full answer to it, is how do you 
see potential in someone  who may not look like 
you? As I mentioned earlier, two of the pain points 
for many diverse employees occur at promotions 
and it occurs at compensation.

People always rationalize whatever decision they 
make. You can come up with the right language. 
Someone's suddenly not  strategic or we need to 
see a little more activity from this person in this 
area. Oh, they don't have enough experience. But 
other people would give the benefit of  the doubt, 
and we stretch them into roles. It's because you can 
see the potential in them. How do you bridge that 
gap? It's a very difficult thing to do. The only thing 
we've come up with, and this is still in motion, is you 
have to be willing to understand the history of 
people and learn about how that plays out in the 
world today. 

If you are somewhere where someone doesn't 
speak out in your position, well, I don't see that 
person as a leader because that person is in the 
room. I've given them authority and they don't 

seem to speak up, and they certainly don't 
challenge me or anyone else in the room. If you 
look at the history of that person,  you might have a 
barrier there because they may feel like if they're 
perceived as speaking out, that they're too 
aggressive,  and if they're perceived as too 
aggressive, they become a threat  and that may be 
their history. 

You have to educate people about the background 
and history of different types of people. I don't have 
a full answer to that one. You can do more diversity 
training for employees, but of all the things I'm 
looking at, that is the most critical, building up that 
manager capability.

JS: Do you have any tips on that, Frank? Seeing the 
potential in someone who is not like you or not like 
me? Certainly, in my  experience, I try to be in that 
person's mind, walk in their shoes, understand their 
history and understand their life. How have they 
dealt with what life has presented them with? I 
always feel like if you look at someone's behavior in 
whatever situation they're in, there's lots of insights. 

FC: What you just said for me, I suggest you're 
already on the leading edge of all of this. Because 
just having the willingness to  want to understand 
other people and to spend the time and  have that 
consideration, that's far ahead of most people. 
Most  people would say, "Within whatever time 
period I have at work,  I treat everyone the same. It's 
the quality mindset. I give everyone the same 
amount of time. I give them the same  opportunity 
to perform, and no, I don't spend more time trying  
to get beneath the surface. Because I'm not a 
psychologist, I'm not a therapist, I won't do it."
I think you're light-years ahead already on that. I 
don't have really much to add to that because I 
think it is that kind of  curiosity and sense of 
wanting to know more about people that actually is 
core to it. The reason I said we're not fully there is 
because ... What I don't know, Jim, is can you teach 
that? I'm sure there's a way to do it. There's a way to 
trigger it. I just haven't figured it out yet. I'm sure 
someone has, and I would love to hear what it is 
that triggers that kind of desire to be connected to 
others, to understand their plight, the empathy 
that's necessary to put yourself in a position of 
understanding what people are thinking and 

feeling so that you can better serve them. 

JS: I don't know, Frank, the answer to that one. I do 
feel like once you've experienced working in a 
team, a company that values diversity, equity and 
inclusion and builds teams based on that, you 
never go back. Once you feel it, you don't want to 
work any other way. If we can have more people 
have that experience—I think that's happening with 
the younger  generation, which you've talked 
about. I was working for a company and I was very 
fortunate because they believed in diversity, equity 
and inclusion and they believed in global career 
paths and they believed in putting people and 
cultures they're not familiar with. I loved it and I 
cannot work a different way now. 

FC: It is that kind of thing, right? Once you see it 
and once you're exposed to it, you're forever 
changed. I think a lot of it is giving people that 
exposure, but a lot of it is that leadership. You 
worked for a company where people say, "We value 
this. If you don't believe we value it, watch how we 
move people around that we value the most in the 
company, watch how we compensate people when 
they do the right thing." 

Everyone's looking at that. Look, I'm optimistic. 
Even though I started off this conversation saying 
it's been a long time and we've been trying to make 
change, I am optimistic and I do feel like this time is 
different. I think it's the E in DEI that actually makes 
the difference, right? Because we're moving from 
that mindset of giving everyone the same thing to 
getting people what they need to succeed, and 
that's a massive shift in our thinking, and I think 
that's going to pay dividends down the line. 
JS: How else will you know we're making progress? 
You're optimistic, but what are the signs, either 
within BlackRock or in  society at large—and I know 
the numbers are part of it—but what are the signs 
that this is changing and this time it's different? 

FC: Some of it is pure numbers, and the numbers 
aren't that  difficult. It should not be that difficult in 
terms of identifying and  attracting talent to bring 
them into the company initially. But  you need to 
cross a critical mass in order for people to feel 
comfortable in any particular culture and for people 
to speak up  and feel like it's safe for those to speak 

up. For me, the first  threshold is, do we have a 
critical mass across different areas of  diversity in 
the company? 

The second one for me, it's how managers explain 
their role in diversity and inclusion. If I asked today, 
I would get a mixture of responses. “Hey, I'm doing 
it because I think it's the right thing to do. I don't 
believe it helps business at all. I'm doing it because 
I'm being forced to do it.” Some will say, "No, this is 
the answer that we've been waiting for, and I'm 
going to unlock massive potential by doing this." 
The more people you hear going down the latter 
path and the more people who avoid the zero-sum 
racial thinking that if I help someone from this 
group, then my group will be hurt, that to me will 
be massive progress. 

The next one for me would be who are getting the 
assignments within the company that are perceived 
as the prime roles within the company? Forget 
senior executive roles for a second, because I'm not 
even going there. These are the roles that people 
say, "Well, if you're in that role, it positions you well 
to advance within the company. To get an 
evaluation of that and see if we are improving in 
terms of percentages of people of color in those 
positions." 

Then I look at the senior levels and see what 
percentages we  have at those levels. That to me is 
how I would evaluate it. There's one last check that 
may seem odd, but it's one that I think may be the 
most important of all, and that is when someone 
diverse exits the company. Learning from that 
experience and what we do around that. 

You could say we do a one-off exit interview, or you 
can pull together a committee of people and say, 
"Let's evaluate this  person's whole experience over 
the life cycle they had within the company, from the 
moment we brought them in, how we  developed 
them, what happened in promotion and  
compensation and why did they leave and what did 
they say, and what would we do differently as a 
result of this so that we  become a learning 
organization?" That's more important than any 
metric that I would give you. 

JS: I'll just share a thought. It's from my alma mater, 

Procter &  Gamble. This happened after I left, but 
P&G has tried to do the right thing in DE&I for a 
long time. Progress is not what they  wanted it to 
be, nor is it today. They brought a bunch of African 
American ex-P&G people who left the company 
and excelled,  and they brought them back en 
masse. They brought a bunch of  them back, and 
they put them around a big table and had one  of 
them moderate and the senior management sat 
behind a two-way mirror and listened. The CEO's 
direct reports. It was a very emotional experience. 
That sort of thing, it's empathetic, it's humble, it's 
vulnerable, and these people, obviously, they had 
no ax to grind other than let's just try to help this 
company who we left for a variety of reasons. Very 
powerful idea. 

FC: That is an incredibly powerful idea, Jim. I love 
that idea, actually. I'm going to try to lift it now 
because it's perfect, because they  actually have no 
ax to grind, like you said. But more important,  they 
were successful afterwards. They're not bitter, 
they're just  going to tell you exactly what they saw, 
how they felt. Look, we  need more of that. But I 
actually want to apply that. Thank you  for sharing 
that with me.

JS: Frank, we're going to wrap this up. I want you to 
offer one or  two pieces of advice to the CMOs in 
large and small companies who want to make a 
difference within their culture and in  society at 
large in diversity, equity and inclusion. 

FC: First, I would say, consider yourself part of the 
core team for  diversity, equity and inclusion. Don't 
think it's an HR role, don't  think it's a culture 
officer's role. Consider yourself part of that  core 
team. The skill set that you have and the insight that 
you  can provide is invaluable. I think that, for me, is 
the first part. The second part is just remember 
diversity, equity and inclusion is both an internal 
thing and external thing. 

On the external side, part of it is creating the 
imagery that help us all advance, but also reducing 
the negative current that some employees face. 
Before they walk into the office, they're 
experiencing things that weigh them down and 
drain them, before they even open the door to your 
office. We have the capability of helping to reduce 

that. I see this as a moral obligation. It's almost as if 
you see someone drowning and  you're a great 
swimmer and you can swim to them. You have the  
capability to help. Why would you not help? I think 
we have the capability to help, and I hope that all of 
us, in some way, find a way to be part of that 
solution. 

JS: Thank you, Frank. It's so good to see you, and 
this is an even better conversation than we had two 
years ago. 

FC: I'm glad, Jim. It's always great to see you. I 
hope to see you in person soon, actually. 

JS: That was my conversation with Frank Cooper, 
and here are three takeaways from this 
conversation to think about in your business and 
life. 

The first one: Learn, learn, learn from diverse 
employees who leave your company. It's sad when 
that happens, no one wants that to happen. 
Regretted turnover is  the worst thing, but learn 
from these people on why they are  leaving. Why 
do they leave? What didn't work out? What can you 
learn from it? BlackRock is great at that. They take 
the  learning and they improve. 

Second takeaway: Listening can be trained. 
BlackRock is training associates to actively listen to 
each other. By being fully engaged and asking 
questions, they're trying to build empathy  skills for 
their employees and decision makers in an effort to  
improve their DE&I efforts.

Third takeaway: Rethink who can be what. Let's face 
it: There are preconceived notions and unconscious 
biases about what roles certain people should be in 
based on age, race and skin tone. But Frank and his 
team are actively challenging their partners about 
rethinking who can be what at BlackRock. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast: DE&I Mini-Series is Frank Cooper, 
the Senior Managing Director and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer at BlackRock. BlackRock is the 
world's largest asset manager, with about $9.5 
trillion in assets, and operates globally in 30 
countries. Frank was the fourth guest of my podcast 
way back in 2019, and we talked then about 
purpose, finding passion in your work and stepping 
outside your comfort zone. 

In this conversation, Frank shares with sincerity and 
passion what DE&I means to him and how 
BlackRock is activating its  DE&I initiatives guided 
by its purpose. This is my engaging  conversation 
with Frank Cooper.
 
Frank Cooper, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. 
You were my fourth guest on this podcast way back 
in May 2019, two eventful years ago, almost to the 
day. We talked at that time about your childhood, 
about growing up in San Francisco and L.A., your 
career path, and of course, your team and your 
purpose at BlackRock. I want to start with a loaded 
question today. How is your role different now, 
Frank, in June 2021 than it was in May 2019? 

FRANK COOPER: Jim, well, first of all, it's great to 
be back. I was there in the early days of this 
particular podcast that you have, and love it by the 
way. I've been following it and listening. Thank you 
for providing that service. I consider it a gift. Thank 
you for that. It does feel like a lifetime ago in terms 
of life before COVID and what I was focused on and 
some of those things I'm still focused on. I'm still 
focused on the idea of purpose, I'm still focused on 
digital transformation, but a few things have 
changed, which are fundamental shifts for me. 

Number one, like all crises, I think it accelerates and 
amplifies things that are just beneath the surface. 
While purpose was  important, it became urgent, 
and it became urgent to really not only identify 
what our purpose is, but making sure that we live it 
and making sure that it was embedded, and then 
dealing with the inevitable blowback that comes 
with taking a stand and being purpose-driven. I 
found myself at the center of that and having to 
navigate through it and help Larry and others 
navigate through that. That was one.

I think it was impossible for anyone in any part of 
the world to miss the racial reckoning of the Black 
Lives Matter movement,  and that had an enormous 
impact on my role and me personally. Most 
companies and their CEOs in some way felt  they 
had to address this issue of racial inequity and 
diversity,  equity and inclusion. But for me, it 
became central to what I do  at BlackRock, what I do 
personally, but even what I do as a  marketer. That's 
been a fairly dramatic shift for me. Then the  last 
one is, and this is also due to the pandemic, we've 
seen  acceleration of digital adoption.

Even those you might consider late adopters and 
those in the  periphery, they were forced into the 
pool. Everyone's in the  pool now. Now these 
behaviors, I think, are changing everything. You're 
seeing a faster evolution of certain platforms, like 
TikTok is moving quickly toward providing 
meaningful knowledge and skills. You couldn't say 
that before the pandemic. I think you're seeing 
commerce intersect with every single industry now, 
including financial services. We are part of trying to 
understand and stay on the leading edge of how 
digital technology and the way in which people 
adopt it in their lives will impact their relationship 
with money, whether it's how they save it or invest 
it, earn it or spend it.
 
JS: Frank, you used two powerful words among 
many powerful  words in what you just said. One 
was, your purpose became  more urgent and you 
had to deal with the blowback of taking a  stand. 
Could you talk about both of those a bit more? 
When you say the purpose became more urgent, 

what do you mean by that? What have you learned 
about dealing with the blowback that comes from 
taking a point of view? 

FC: Our purpose became more urgent in the sense 
that employees in particular, but also communities, 
they had higher expectations of us. I think they had 
higher expectations of  business overall. It forced us 
to really get back to what is the most fundamental 
truth. People are asking us, "Why does  business 
even exist?" We’d taken it for granted like, "Oh, this 
is  the way it's always been. Business should always 
exist, and you  have a right to have a corporate 
status and you have a right to  have favorable tax 
treatment and you have a right to tap into  the 
infrastructure." 

Actually, this is not exactly true. We assume that 
business is in  some way contributing positively to 
life, therefore, we give  them all these privileges. 
People were asking the question, is  this beneficial 
to me? Is this industry helping me? Is this  company 
helping me? Are they contributing in some positive  
way to society? We were getting asked that 
question. Are we  allocating our assets in a way that 
actually helps the planet? Are  we contributing to 
inequality, or are we on the side of being  part of 
the solution? 

As we got thrust into that, we also got thrust into 
what I think is almost inevitably a political debate, 
right? Because everything  today with a backdrop 
of rising populism and growing inequality  and 
shifting economic bases, all that's happening in the  
backdrop, almost everything's political. But 
certainly when you  start stepping into things like 
racial inequity and inequality and  wealth inequality, 
those get political very quickly. But here's  
something we realized in the way that we try to 
navigate it: We realized that silence is also a moral 
choice. 

People think you're either activist and you're acting 
out and  you're speaking up—and that is the thing 
that in some way is an  affirmative choice that sets 
you off to a path that's different  from your core 
responsibility as a leader of a business. And they  
think that silence is the opposite of that, that it's 
inaction, but  it's not. Silence is also an action and 
people are recognizing that.  They're saying, "Well, 

actually, silence is basically saying, 'I  believe in the 
status quo,' or, 'I am supporting some of the  things 
that I see happening in the community and people 
are  getting called out for it.'" 

The realization for us is that whether you decide to 
remain silent or neutral, or whether you decide to 
speak up, you'll be held accountable. Why not step 
up and step into the values of your company, step 
into your purpose, why you exist? That becomes 
your compass to navigate this range of 
stakeholders, that becomes your compass in terms 
of how you take a step forward, even if it has an 
effect on short-term profits. 

JS: You and your team at BlackRock over the last 
two years, especially the last two years, have made 
some pretty strong public commitments about how 
you want to improve and get better in many 
elements of social justice, diversity, equity and 
inclusion. Could you speak a bit about why those 
choices and those commitments, and maybe more 
importantly, what are you learning on the journey to 
meet those commitments? 

FC: Like all the other companies, particularly when 
George Floyd died in 2020, we held town halls, we 
had conversations. But again, it was a realization 
that while we talked about diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we felt like we weren't doing enough. 
Then you look at the data and you say, "Clearly, 
we're not doing enough." We're not alone. It's 
across multiple industries. What we learned is many 
companies have been at  this a long time and trying 
to move forward and trying to make progress 
around diversity first—can I increase my numbers? 

Then they try to increase inclusion. Can I make 
people have a sense of belonging? At least by my 
estimation, we have not  done a good job, and I'm 
not saying BlackRock. I'm saying across all 
industries and those who actually want to progress 
diversity and inclusion. We have had great 
intentions, we've had moments of celebration, 
moments of good progress, but in the end, the 
progress has not been great. You can look at the 
numbers and it will bear that out. But what I think 
changes this—one, I think you have a broader group 
of people who can see themselves in the other. 

They can see themselves in Black people and 
brown people. That didn't happen before. I'm 
thankful for this camera on the  mobile phone 
because that was the game changer. It wasn't one 
person's word against the other. You could actually 
see it with your own eyes, what has happened. 
There's that sense of understanding a new kind of 
truth of people's circumstances. There's, for 
whatever reason, a greater sense of empathy 
among a large set of people. We focus on the 
exceptions. We see the fighting and the 
combatants and all that. 

But the movement that I see is that people actually 
are trying to understand each other more. I think 
you see it in pop culture. Number one genre in 
music right now is hip-hop across the world, which 
is an amazing thing if you think about where 
hip-hop came from. There's this opening now 
where people can start to see themselves in the 
other. That's one piece of it. As they see themselves 
in the other, they start to realize that in helping the 
other, whether it's a Black person or Latinx, or 
whether it's Moroccan in France, or whether it's 
some group that is other than you, you realize 
you're helping yourself. 

I think that is a shift I had not seen before. That's 
one key part of it. The second part of it for me is 
this—and a lot of it comes down to employees—the 
best talent, particularly the younger you go, they 
actually expect this as a matter of course, that of 
course, you're going to have diversity and of 
course, you're going to include people and give a 
sense of belonging, and of course, you're not going 
to try to replicate decades of exclusion. Of course, 
you're going to do that. 

If you don't do it and if it's not real, they vote with 
their feet.  They move. What I love about whatever 

you want to call the  various generations, 
millennials, Gen Y, what I love about it is  that 
they're not just talking. I would say a lot of us, we 
talked a  lot, and then when it came down to it, it 
was really financially painful. Most would say, "Okay, 
we're going to try to figure it out in the margins." 
They'd just walk away and say, "No, that's not for 
me. I'm not doing it," and we're seeing that.  

People are coming into interviews. They expect us 
to have clear answers about what we're going to do 
in diversity, equity and inclusion, and they want to 
hear clear examples of it. Jim, a long way to say, as 
a result of that, we basically started to set some 
benchmarks ourselves. We wanted to increase our 
representation to 30 percent. We started identifying 
the high-performing in the US, Black and Latinx 
executives, and we started to build programs to 
help ensure that they were always on the list when it 
came to promotion and compensation, because 
those are the two most critical pain points that 
we've seen in terms of diverse executives: 
promotions and compensation. 

Then we realized it's not only internal, it's external. 
We've  accelerated our diverse manager program 
externally so that as  we're doing deals, we bring in 
diverse fund managers who are  part of that. We are 
committed to and publicly announced that  we are 
going to do a racial equity audit next year. We're on 
the  path. When I look at how we're doing, I'm 
happy that we're  making progress, and I think 
more people are aware. We need  to move more 
quickly, and we need to remain committed to it. 

I'm very concerned, because again, there will be 
blowback in this area, also. I've already heard some 
of the language outside, some people [talking 
about] diversity BS, or this is political correctness. 
The cynic always seems to be more credible, right?  
Because it appeals to the negative side. It appeals 
to our survival instinct. But in this case, I think the 
cynic will lose long-term, because there are more 
people who believe this is not only the right thing 
to do, it's the only way forward. 

JS: What do you say to that cynic, Frank? 

FC: Oh, wow. What a great question. I would say, 
I'm never going to  try to convince you about what 

is fair and what is right in some  moral sense. Not 
going to convince you of that. But what I  would say 
is, as you do with any other firm-wide priority, look 
at  the facts, look at the data, listen to people. Not 
just the people  that are next to you, listen to 
people who may not be like you,  and then make a 
decision about whether or not you believe that  you 
can thrive as a company and thrive as a leader 
long-term by  adopting a position that seems to be 
regressive, at least in light  of the information that 
you're receiving.
 
If you decide to stay the same, bless you. I'm sure 
that will work out for you. But what we've seen 
before is that when everything  else is changing 
and you stay the same, you'll eventually become an 
artifact. We'll be looking at you in the museum. But 
if you want to adapt, here's a pathway to do it. The 
last thing I'll say is this, no one's asking you or 
anyone else to be perfect. Proof is always in the 
progress. What we're saying is wherever you're 
starting, even if you think it's horrific, it's like, "I can't 
believe we're in this position, it's going to be 
embarrassing," it's okay. You start from that place, 
and then you make progress. That's when people 
know if you're authentic or not.

 

JS: Frank, what's your role as CMO been in leading 
this change? I know it's a top team, it's a 
corporate-wide initiative. You set the goals, the 
commitments you're going to be public about next 
year. How has this shifted? We talked about your 
job two years ago. In terms of your time, your 
energy, your focus, how has it shifted your role as 
CMO? 

FC: Jim, it's funny. In some cases, I don't even think 
of my role as  CMO. I just think of my role as being 
an executive within BlackRock, and the time I'm 
investing really is in people that I believe have the 
potential to do great things within our company or 
beyond our company. I'm on far too many 

committees, I'm sure, but I try to organize large 
conversations. I've organized several of the large 
town halls that we've hosted here at BlackRock. I try 
to organize small conversations, which I think are 
even better, because I think, proximity. 

Brian Stevenson talks about this a lot, this idea of 
proximity, and not just being close to people, but 
really hearing their stories  and sharing your story. 
It's easier to be vulnerable in that  setting, and I've 
tried to share as much of my story and my own  
challenges with the group. I've tried to encourage 
true diversity  in some of these groups so that it's 
not just all Black or all Latinx, or all women. To have 
a mixture there. I've tried to  encourage people not 
to shame and blame because that never  has 
proven successful, but to listen and connect. 

For me, it's not marketing per se. I think we use 
some of the marketing skills of, how do you extract 
information and tell stories, but it's just really about 
leadership. I'm fully committed to it because I do 
believe it's the right thing to do, but I'm also fully 
committed to it because I believe this is about 
unlocking potential in people and the organization. 
The sad thing for me is that if we are not paying 
attention to how we can give people the tools that 
will allow them to be the best, or how to reduce the 
negative currents before they walk through the 
front door, like racial injustice or police misconduct, 
we're hurting ourselves and we're hurting them. 

I just see a great opportunity to do that. There is a 
marketing side to this, though. I do see it as I said 
before, I think DEI is both  internal and external. We 
should be great at building narratives and telling 
stories and looking at data and teasing out insights 
from the data and sharing that with people in 
designing experiences. All of this is within our 
grasp. We can point that toward the employee 
population, which we are now doing, and we have 
our one BlackRock bulletin and other things where 
we speak to our employees, but we can also point it 
to the outside world. 

We can start to show people a vision of what's 
possible for those who have been historically 
excluded. We've partnered  with SeeHer, we've 
partnered with AIM. We are trying to be part of that 
movement that is getting people to rethink some of  

the archetypes that have been burned into their 
consciousness  about who can be what. Last thing 
I'll say on this, and now I'm going on and on on this 
one. This is a namedrop, but I have to say this one, 
because this one sticks out for me. I went to law 
school with Barack, President Obama, but I 
remember having this conversation with him on his 
50th birthday. 

I said, "You should be thankful to the entertainment 
industry."  "They should be your best friend.”  I 
won't say it's exclusively because of the 
entertainment industry, but in large part, the stories 
that were being told helped people imagine and 
get comfortable with the idea of a Black president. 
Morgan  Freeman as president was helpful. Even on 
the show, 24, and a Black president. 

Suddenly, you normalize that, and so it reduces all 
of the unconscious bias that otherwise might 
prevent you from  moving forward. I think Shonda 
Rhimes is the most brilliant at  doing it. I think as 
marketers, we do the same thing. We're  portraying 
images and telling stories, and these stories are 
getting more sophisticated over time as we move 
away from 30 second spots, and we have an 
opportunity to shape that  perception of people 
also. 

JS: Were you a better student then President 
Obama, or was he a better student than you, Frank? 

FC: He was both a better student and smarter 
about how to translate that into a successful 
outcome. 

JS: You and I have talked about this before. It's a 
mindset issue and I'd like to get your insights from 
what you've been leading at BlackRock. Sometimes 
companies can look at DE&I and think compliance, 
numbers, framework. And then others look at it  
and think about it as growth and energy and 
building a better  company, a higher performance 
company. It sounds like your  mindset is much the 
latter, which is great. How have you built that at 
BlackRock? 

FC: I can't claim that we fully built it. What I can say 
is that we have made that mental shift and this is 
not just about checking the box, it's not just about 

pure compliance, whether that's an  official, 
regulatory thing or otherwise. But here's some of 
the  things we're trying to do. One, instead of 
putting the full burden on the diverse employee, 
we're now looking at the managers and we're 
saying, "Maybe the managers need to change." 
We're trying to increase training around how do 
you listen actively? There's a whole range of 
listening, from motivational listening to appreciative 
listening to active listening. 

But how do you do that in a way that people feel 
like you're  fully engaged with them? How do you 
ask questions in a way  that's humble, but still 
honest and authentic? We're trying to  build up all 
these empathy skills, basically, for managers. But 
the  most difficult one, and this is the one that I feel 
like we don't  have a full answer to it, is how do you 
see potential in someone  who may not look like 
you? As I mentioned earlier, two of the pain points 
for many diverse employees occur at promotions 
and it occurs at compensation.

People always rationalize whatever decision they 
make. You can come up with the right language. 
Someone's suddenly not  strategic or we need to 
see a little more activity from this person in this 
area. Oh, they don't have enough experience. But 
other people would give the benefit of  the doubt, 
and we stretch them into roles. It's because you can 
see the potential in them. How do you bridge that 
gap? It's a very difficult thing to do. The only thing 
we've come up with, and this is still in motion, is you 
have to be willing to understand the history of 
people and learn about how that plays out in the 
world today. 

If you are somewhere where someone doesn't 
speak out in your position, well, I don't see that 
person as a leader because that person is in the 
room. I've given them authority and they don't 

seem to speak up, and they certainly don't 
challenge me or anyone else in the room. If you 
look at the history of that person,  you might have a 
barrier there because they may feel like if they're 
perceived as speaking out, that they're too 
aggressive,  and if they're perceived as too 
aggressive, they become a threat  and that may be 
their history. 

You have to educate people about the background 
and history of different types of people. I don't have 
a full answer to that one. You can do more diversity 
training for employees, but of all the things I'm 
looking at, that is the most critical, building up that 
manager capability.

JS: Do you have any tips on that, Frank? Seeing the 
potential in someone who is not like you or not like 
me? Certainly, in my  experience, I try to be in that 
person's mind, walk in their shoes, understand their 
history and understand their life. How have they 
dealt with what life has presented them with? I 
always feel like if you look at someone's behavior in 
whatever situation they're in, there's lots of insights. 

FC: What you just said for me, I suggest you're 
already on the leading edge of all of this. Because 
just having the willingness to  want to understand 
other people and to spend the time and  have that 
consideration, that's far ahead of most people. 
Most  people would say, "Within whatever time 
period I have at work,  I treat everyone the same. It's 
the quality mindset. I give everyone the same 
amount of time. I give them the same  opportunity 
to perform, and no, I don't spend more time trying  
to get beneath the surface. Because I'm not a 
psychologist, I'm not a therapist, I won't do it."
I think you're light-years ahead already on that. I 
don't have really much to add to that because I 
think it is that kind of  curiosity and sense of 
wanting to know more about people that actually is 
core to it. The reason I said we're not fully there is 
because ... What I don't know, Jim, is can you teach 
that? I'm sure there's a way to do it. There's a way to 
trigger it. I just haven't figured it out yet. I'm sure 
someone has, and I would love to hear what it is 
that triggers that kind of desire to be connected to 
others, to understand their plight, the empathy 
that's necessary to put yourself in a position of 
understanding what people are thinking and 

feeling so that you can better serve them. 

JS: I don't know, Frank, the answer to that one. I do 
feel like once you've experienced working in a 
team, a company that values diversity, equity and 
inclusion and builds teams based on that, you 
never go back. Once you feel it, you don't want to 
work any other way. If we can have more people 
have that experience—I think that's happening with 
the younger  generation, which you've talked 
about. I was working for a company and I was very 
fortunate because they believed in diversity, equity 
and inclusion and they believed in global career 
paths and they believed in putting people and 
cultures they're not familiar with. I loved it and I 
cannot work a different way now. 

FC: It is that kind of thing, right? Once you see it 
and once you're exposed to it, you're forever 
changed. I think a lot of it is giving people that 
exposure, but a lot of it is that leadership. You 
worked for a company where people say, "We value 
this. If you don't believe we value it, watch how we 
move people around that we value the most in the 
company, watch how we compensate people when 
they do the right thing." 

Everyone's looking at that. Look, I'm optimistic. 
Even though I started off this conversation saying 
it's been a long time and we've been trying to make 
change, I am optimistic and I do feel like this time is 
different. I think it's the E in DEI that actually makes 
the difference, right? Because we're moving from 
that mindset of giving everyone the same thing to 
getting people what they need to succeed, and 
that's a massive shift in our thinking, and I think 
that's going to pay dividends down the line. 
JS: How else will you know we're making progress? 
You're optimistic, but what are the signs, either 
within BlackRock or in  society at large—and I know 
the numbers are part of it—but what are the signs 
that this is changing and this time it's different? 

FC: Some of it is pure numbers, and the numbers 
aren't that  difficult. It should not be that difficult in 
terms of identifying and  attracting talent to bring 
them into the company initially. But  you need to 
cross a critical mass in order for people to feel 
comfortable in any particular culture and for people 
to speak up  and feel like it's safe for those to speak 

up. For me, the first  threshold is, do we have a 
critical mass across different areas of  diversity in 
the company? 

The second one for me, it's how managers explain 
their role in diversity and inclusion. If I asked today, 
I would get a mixture of responses. “Hey, I'm doing 
it because I think it's the right thing to do. I don't 
believe it helps business at all. I'm doing it because 
I'm being forced to do it.” Some will say, "No, this is 
the answer that we've been waiting for, and I'm 
going to unlock massive potential by doing this." 
The more people you hear going down the latter 
path and the more people who avoid the zero-sum 
racial thinking that if I help someone from this 
group, then my group will be hurt, that to me will 
be massive progress. 

The next one for me would be who are getting the 
assignments within the company that are perceived 
as the prime roles within the company? Forget 
senior executive roles for a second, because I'm not 
even going there. These are the roles that people 
say, "Well, if you're in that role, it positions you well 
to advance within the company. To get an 
evaluation of that and see if we are improving in 
terms of percentages of people of color in those 
positions." 

Then I look at the senior levels and see what 
percentages we  have at those levels. That to me is 
how I would evaluate it. There's one last check that 
may seem odd, but it's one that I think may be the 
most important of all, and that is when someone 
diverse exits the company. Learning from that 
experience and what we do around that. 

You could say we do a one-off exit interview, or you 
can pull together a committee of people and say, 
"Let's evaluate this  person's whole experience over 
the life cycle they had within the company, from the 
moment we brought them in, how we  developed 
them, what happened in promotion and  
compensation and why did they leave and what did 
they say, and what would we do differently as a 
result of this so that we  become a learning 
organization?" That's more important than any 
metric that I would give you. 

JS: I'll just share a thought. It's from my alma mater, 

Procter &  Gamble. This happened after I left, but 
P&G has tried to do the right thing in DE&I for a 
long time. Progress is not what they  wanted it to 
be, nor is it today. They brought a bunch of African 
American ex-P&G people who left the company 
and excelled,  and they brought them back en 
masse. They brought a bunch of  them back, and 
they put them around a big table and had one  of 
them moderate and the senior management sat 
behind a two-way mirror and listened. The CEO's 
direct reports. It was a very emotional experience. 
That sort of thing, it's empathetic, it's humble, it's 
vulnerable, and these people, obviously, they had 
no ax to grind other than let's just try to help this 
company who we left for a variety of reasons. Very 
powerful idea. 

FC: That is an incredibly powerful idea, Jim. I love 
that idea, actually. I'm going to try to lift it now 
because it's perfect, because they  actually have no 
ax to grind, like you said. But more important,  they 
were successful afterwards. They're not bitter, 
they're just  going to tell you exactly what they saw, 
how they felt. Look, we  need more of that. But I 
actually want to apply that. Thank you  for sharing 
that with me.

JS: Frank, we're going to wrap this up. I want you to 
offer one or  two pieces of advice to the CMOs in 
large and small companies who want to make a 
difference within their culture and in  society at 
large in diversity, equity and inclusion. 

FC: First, I would say, consider yourself part of the 
core team for  diversity, equity and inclusion. Don't 
think it's an HR role, don't  think it's a culture 
officer's role. Consider yourself part of that  core 
team. The skill set that you have and the insight that 
you  can provide is invaluable. I think that, for me, is 
the first part. The second part is just remember 
diversity, equity and inclusion is both an internal 
thing and external thing. 

On the external side, part of it is creating the 
imagery that help us all advance, but also reducing 
the negative current that some employees face. 
Before they walk into the office, they're 
experiencing things that weigh them down and 
drain them, before they even open the door to your 
office. We have the capability of helping to reduce 

that. I see this as a moral obligation. It's almost as if 
you see someone drowning and  you're a great 
swimmer and you can swim to them. You have the  
capability to help. Why would you not help? I think 
we have the capability to help, and I hope that all of 
us, in some way, find a way to be part of that 
solution. 

JS: Thank you, Frank. It's so good to see you, and 
this is an even better conversation than we had two 
years ago. 

FC: I'm glad, Jim. It's always great to see you. I 
hope to see you in person soon, actually. 

JS: That was my conversation with Frank Cooper, 
and here are three takeaways from this 
conversation to think about in your business and 
life. 

The first one: Learn, learn, learn from diverse 
employees who leave your company. It's sad when 
that happens, no one wants that to happen. 
Regretted turnover is  the worst thing, but learn 
from these people on why they are  leaving. Why 
do they leave? What didn't work out? What can you 
learn from it? BlackRock is great at that. They take 
the  learning and they improve. 

Second takeaway: Listening can be trained. 
BlackRock is training associates to actively listen to 
each other. By being fully engaged and asking 
questions, they're trying to build empathy  skills for 
their employees and decision makers in an effort to  
improve their DE&I efforts.

Third takeaway: Rethink who can be what. Let's face 
it: There are preconceived notions and unconscious 
biases about what roles certain people should be in 
based on age, race and skin tone. But Frank and his 
team are actively challenging their partners about 
rethinking who can be what at BlackRock. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast: DE&I Mini-Series is Frank Cooper, 
the Senior Managing Director and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer at BlackRock. BlackRock is the 
world's largest asset manager, with about $9.5 
trillion in assets, and operates globally in 30 
countries. Frank was the fourth guest of my podcast 
way back in 2019, and we talked then about 
purpose, finding passion in your work and stepping 
outside your comfort zone. 

In this conversation, Frank shares with sincerity and 
passion what DE&I means to him and how 
BlackRock is activating its  DE&I initiatives guided 
by its purpose. This is my engaging  conversation 
with Frank Cooper.
 
Frank Cooper, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. 
You were my fourth guest on this podcast way back 
in May 2019, two eventful years ago, almost to the 
day. We talked at that time about your childhood, 
about growing up in San Francisco and L.A., your 
career path, and of course, your team and your 
purpose at BlackRock. I want to start with a loaded 
question today. How is your role different now, 
Frank, in June 2021 than it was in May 2019? 

FRANK COOPER: Jim, well, first of all, it's great to 
be back. I was there in the early days of this 
particular podcast that you have, and love it by the 
way. I've been following it and listening. Thank you 
for providing that service. I consider it a gift. Thank 
you for that. It does feel like a lifetime ago in terms 
of life before COVID and what I was focused on and 
some of those things I'm still focused on. I'm still 
focused on the idea of purpose, I'm still focused on 
digital transformation, but a few things have 
changed, which are fundamental shifts for me. 

Number one, like all crises, I think it accelerates and 
amplifies things that are just beneath the surface. 
While purpose was  important, it became urgent, 
and it became urgent to really not only identify 
what our purpose is, but making sure that we live it 
and making sure that it was embedded, and then 
dealing with the inevitable blowback that comes 
with taking a stand and being purpose-driven. I 
found myself at the center of that and having to 
navigate through it and help Larry and others 
navigate through that. That was one.

I think it was impossible for anyone in any part of 
the world to miss the racial reckoning of the Black 
Lives Matter movement,  and that had an enormous 
impact on my role and me personally. Most 
companies and their CEOs in some way felt  they 
had to address this issue of racial inequity and 
diversity,  equity and inclusion. But for me, it 
became central to what I do  at BlackRock, what I do 
personally, but even what I do as a  marketer. That's 
been a fairly dramatic shift for me. Then the  last 
one is, and this is also due to the pandemic, we've 
seen  acceleration of digital adoption.

Even those you might consider late adopters and 
those in the  periphery, they were forced into the 
pool. Everyone's in the  pool now. Now these 
behaviors, I think, are changing everything. You're 
seeing a faster evolution of certain platforms, like 
TikTok is moving quickly toward providing 
meaningful knowledge and skills. You couldn't say 
that before the pandemic. I think you're seeing 
commerce intersect with every single industry now, 
including financial services. We are part of trying to 
understand and stay on the leading edge of how 
digital technology and the way in which people 
adopt it in their lives will impact their relationship 
with money, whether it's how they save it or invest 
it, earn it or spend it.
 
JS: Frank, you used two powerful words among 
many powerful  words in what you just said. One 
was, your purpose became  more urgent and you 
had to deal with the blowback of taking a  stand. 
Could you talk about both of those a bit more? 
When you say the purpose became more urgent, 

what do you mean by that? What have you learned 
about dealing with the blowback that comes from 
taking a point of view? 

FC: Our purpose became more urgent in the sense 
that employees in particular, but also communities, 
they had higher expectations of us. I think they had 
higher expectations of  business overall. It forced us 
to really get back to what is the most fundamental 
truth. People are asking us, "Why does  business 
even exist?" We’d taken it for granted like, "Oh, this 
is  the way it's always been. Business should always 
exist, and you  have a right to have a corporate 
status and you have a right to  have favorable tax 
treatment and you have a right to tap into  the 
infrastructure." 

Actually, this is not exactly true. We assume that 
business is in  some way contributing positively to 
life, therefore, we give  them all these privileges. 
People were asking the question, is  this beneficial 
to me? Is this industry helping me? Is this  company 
helping me? Are they contributing in some positive  
way to society? We were getting asked that 
question. Are we  allocating our assets in a way that 
actually helps the planet? Are  we contributing to 
inequality, or are we on the side of being  part of 
the solution? 

As we got thrust into that, we also got thrust into 
what I think is almost inevitably a political debate, 
right? Because everything  today with a backdrop 
of rising populism and growing inequality  and 
shifting economic bases, all that's happening in the  
backdrop, almost everything's political. But 
certainly when you  start stepping into things like 
racial inequity and inequality and  wealth inequality, 
those get political very quickly. But here's  
something we realized in the way that we try to 
navigate it: We realized that silence is also a moral 
choice. 

People think you're either activist and you're acting 
out and  you're speaking up—and that is the thing 
that in some way is an  affirmative choice that sets 
you off to a path that's different  from your core 
responsibility as a leader of a business. And they  
think that silence is the opposite of that, that it's 
inaction, but  it's not. Silence is also an action and 
people are recognizing that.  They're saying, "Well, 

actually, silence is basically saying, 'I  believe in the 
status quo,' or, 'I am supporting some of the  things 
that I see happening in the community and people 
are  getting called out for it.'" 

The realization for us is that whether you decide to 
remain silent or neutral, or whether you decide to 
speak up, you'll be held accountable. Why not step 
up and step into the values of your company, step 
into your purpose, why you exist? That becomes 
your compass to navigate this range of 
stakeholders, that becomes your compass in terms 
of how you take a step forward, even if it has an 
effect on short-term profits. 

JS: You and your team at BlackRock over the last 
two years, especially the last two years, have made 
some pretty strong public commitments about how 
you want to improve and get better in many 
elements of social justice, diversity, equity and 
inclusion. Could you speak a bit about why those 
choices and those commitments, and maybe more 
importantly, what are you learning on the journey to 
meet those commitments? 

FC: Like all the other companies, particularly when 
George Floyd died in 2020, we held town halls, we 
had conversations. But again, it was a realization 
that while we talked about diversity, equity and 
inclusion, we felt like we weren't doing enough. 
Then you look at the data and you say, "Clearly, 
we're not doing enough." We're not alone. It's 
across multiple industries. What we learned is many 
companies have been at  this a long time and trying 
to move forward and trying to make progress 
around diversity first—can I increase my numbers? 

Then they try to increase inclusion. Can I make 
people have a sense of belonging? At least by my 
estimation, we have not  done a good job, and I'm 
not saying BlackRock. I'm saying across all 
industries and those who actually want to progress 
diversity and inclusion. We have had great 
intentions, we've had moments of celebration, 
moments of good progress, but in the end, the 
progress has not been great. You can look at the 
numbers and it will bear that out. But what I think 
changes this—one, I think you have a broader group 
of people who can see themselves in the other. 

They can see themselves in Black people and 
brown people. That didn't happen before. I'm 
thankful for this camera on the  mobile phone 
because that was the game changer. It wasn't one 
person's word against the other. You could actually 
see it with your own eyes, what has happened. 
There's that sense of understanding a new kind of 
truth of people's circumstances. There's, for 
whatever reason, a greater sense of empathy 
among a large set of people. We focus on the 
exceptions. We see the fighting and the 
combatants and all that. 

But the movement that I see is that people actually 
are trying to understand each other more. I think 
you see it in pop culture. Number one genre in 
music right now is hip-hop across the world, which 
is an amazing thing if you think about where 
hip-hop came from. There's this opening now 
where people can start to see themselves in the 
other. That's one piece of it. As they see themselves 
in the other, they start to realize that in helping the 
other, whether it's a Black person or Latinx, or 
whether it's Moroccan in France, or whether it's 
some group that is other than you, you realize 
you're helping yourself. 

I think that is a shift I had not seen before. That's 
one key part of it. The second part of it for me is 
this—and a lot of it comes down to employees—the 
best talent, particularly the younger you go, they 
actually expect this as a matter of course, that of 
course, you're going to have diversity and of 
course, you're going to include people and give a 
sense of belonging, and of course, you're not going 
to try to replicate decades of exclusion. Of course, 
you're going to do that. 

If you don't do it and if it's not real, they vote with 
their feet.  They move. What I love about whatever 

you want to call the  various generations, 
millennials, Gen Y, what I love about it is  that 
they're not just talking. I would say a lot of us, we 
talked a  lot, and then when it came down to it, it 
was really financially painful. Most would say, "Okay, 
we're going to try to figure it out in the margins." 
They'd just walk away and say, "No, that's not for 
me. I'm not doing it," and we're seeing that.  

People are coming into interviews. They expect us 
to have clear answers about what we're going to do 
in diversity, equity and inclusion, and they want to 
hear clear examples of it. Jim, a long way to say, as 
a result of that, we basically started to set some 
benchmarks ourselves. We wanted to increase our 
representation to 30 percent. We started identifying 
the high-performing in the US, Black and Latinx 
executives, and we started to build programs to 
help ensure that they were always on the list when it 
came to promotion and compensation, because 
those are the two most critical pain points that 
we've seen in terms of diverse executives: 
promotions and compensation. 

Then we realized it's not only internal, it's external. 
We've  accelerated our diverse manager program 
externally so that as  we're doing deals, we bring in 
diverse fund managers who are  part of that. We are 
committed to and publicly announced that  we are 
going to do a racial equity audit next year. We're on 
the  path. When I look at how we're doing, I'm 
happy that we're  making progress, and I think 
more people are aware. We need  to move more 
quickly, and we need to remain committed to it. 

I'm very concerned, because again, there will be 
blowback in this area, also. I've already heard some 
of the language outside, some people [talking 
about] diversity BS, or this is political correctness. 
The cynic always seems to be more credible, right?  
Because it appeals to the negative side. It appeals 
to our survival instinct. But in this case, I think the 
cynic will lose long-term, because there are more 
people who believe this is not only the right thing 
to do, it's the only way forward. 

JS: What do you say to that cynic, Frank? 

FC: Oh, wow. What a great question. I would say, 
I'm never going to  try to convince you about what 

is fair and what is right in some  moral sense. Not 
going to convince you of that. But what I  would say 
is, as you do with any other firm-wide priority, look 
at  the facts, look at the data, listen to people. Not 
just the people  that are next to you, listen to 
people who may not be like you,  and then make a 
decision about whether or not you believe that  you 
can thrive as a company and thrive as a leader 
long-term by  adopting a position that seems to be 
regressive, at least in light  of the information that 
you're receiving.
 
If you decide to stay the same, bless you. I'm sure 
that will work out for you. But what we've seen 
before is that when everything  else is changing 
and you stay the same, you'll eventually become an 
artifact. We'll be looking at you in the museum. But 
if you want to adapt, here's a pathway to do it. The 
last thing I'll say is this, no one's asking you or 
anyone else to be perfect. Proof is always in the 
progress. What we're saying is wherever you're 
starting, even if you think it's horrific, it's like, "I can't 
believe we're in this position, it's going to be 
embarrassing," it's okay. You start from that place, 
and then you make progress. That's when people 
know if you're authentic or not.

 

JS: Frank, what's your role as CMO been in leading 
this change? I know it's a top team, it's a 
corporate-wide initiative. You set the goals, the 
commitments you're going to be public about next 
year. How has this shifted? We talked about your 
job two years ago. In terms of your time, your 
energy, your focus, how has it shifted your role as 
CMO? 

FC: Jim, it's funny. In some cases, I don't even think 
of my role as  CMO. I just think of my role as being 
an executive within BlackRock, and the time I'm 
investing really is in people that I believe have the 
potential to do great things within our company or 
beyond our company. I'm on far too many 

committees, I'm sure, but I try to organize large 
conversations. I've organized several of the large 
town halls that we've hosted here at BlackRock. I try 
to organize small conversations, which I think are 
even better, because I think, proximity. 

Brian Stevenson talks about this a lot, this idea of 
proximity, and not just being close to people, but 
really hearing their stories  and sharing your story. 
It's easier to be vulnerable in that  setting, and I've 
tried to share as much of my story and my own  
challenges with the group. I've tried to encourage 
true diversity  in some of these groups so that it's 
not just all Black or all Latinx, or all women. To have 
a mixture there. I've tried to  encourage people not 
to shame and blame because that never  has 
proven successful, but to listen and connect. 

For me, it's not marketing per se. I think we use 
some of the marketing skills of, how do you extract 
information and tell stories, but it's just really about 
leadership. I'm fully committed to it because I do 
believe it's the right thing to do, but I'm also fully 
committed to it because I believe this is about 
unlocking potential in people and the organization. 
The sad thing for me is that if we are not paying 
attention to how we can give people the tools that 
will allow them to be the best, or how to reduce the 
negative currents before they walk through the 
front door, like racial injustice or police misconduct, 
we're hurting ourselves and we're hurting them. 

I just see a great opportunity to do that. There is a 
marketing side to this, though. I do see it as I said 
before, I think DEI is both  internal and external. We 
should be great at building narratives and telling 
stories and looking at data and teasing out insights 
from the data and sharing that with people in 
designing experiences. All of this is within our 
grasp. We can point that toward the employee 
population, which we are now doing, and we have 
our one BlackRock bulletin and other things where 
we speak to our employees, but we can also point it 
to the outside world. 

We can start to show people a vision of what's 
possible for those who have been historically 
excluded. We've partnered  with SeeHer, we've 
partnered with AIM. We are trying to be part of that 
movement that is getting people to rethink some of  

the archetypes that have been burned into their 
consciousness  about who can be what. Last thing 
I'll say on this, and now I'm going on and on on this 
one. This is a namedrop, but I have to say this one, 
because this one sticks out for me. I went to law 
school with Barack, President Obama, but I 
remember having this conversation with him on his 
50th birthday. 

I said, "You should be thankful to the entertainment 
industry."  "They should be your best friend.”  I 
won't say it's exclusively because of the 
entertainment industry, but in large part, the stories 
that were being told helped people imagine and 
get comfortable with the idea of a Black president. 
Morgan  Freeman as president was helpful. Even on 
the show, 24, and a Black president. 

Suddenly, you normalize that, and so it reduces all 
of the unconscious bias that otherwise might 
prevent you from  moving forward. I think Shonda 
Rhimes is the most brilliant at  doing it. I think as 
marketers, we do the same thing. We're  portraying 
images and telling stories, and these stories are 
getting more sophisticated over time as we move 
away from 30 second spots, and we have an 
opportunity to shape that  perception of people 
also. 

JS: Were you a better student then President 
Obama, or was he a better student than you, Frank? 

FC: He was both a better student and smarter 
about how to translate that into a successful 
outcome. 

JS: You and I have talked about this before. It's a 
mindset issue and I'd like to get your insights from 
what you've been leading at BlackRock. Sometimes 
companies can look at DE&I and think compliance, 
numbers, framework. And then others look at it  
and think about it as growth and energy and 
building a better  company, a higher performance 
company. It sounds like your  mindset is much the 
latter, which is great. How have you built that at 
BlackRock? 

FC: I can't claim that we fully built it. What I can say 
is that we have made that mental shift and this is 
not just about checking the box, it's not just about 

pure compliance, whether that's an  official, 
regulatory thing or otherwise. But here's some of 
the  things we're trying to do. One, instead of 
putting the full burden on the diverse employee, 
we're now looking at the managers and we're 
saying, "Maybe the managers need to change." 
We're trying to increase training around how do 
you listen actively? There's a whole range of 
listening, from motivational listening to appreciative 
listening to active listening. 

But how do you do that in a way that people feel 
like you're  fully engaged with them? How do you 
ask questions in a way  that's humble, but still 
honest and authentic? We're trying to  build up all 
these empathy skills, basically, for managers. But 
the  most difficult one, and this is the one that I feel 
like we don't  have a full answer to it, is how do you 
see potential in someone  who may not look like 
you? As I mentioned earlier, two of the pain points 
for many diverse employees occur at promotions 
and it occurs at compensation.

People always rationalize whatever decision they 
make. You can come up with the right language. 
Someone's suddenly not  strategic or we need to 
see a little more activity from this person in this 
area. Oh, they don't have enough experience. But 
other people would give the benefit of  the doubt, 
and we stretch them into roles. It's because you can 
see the potential in them. How do you bridge that 
gap? It's a very difficult thing to do. The only thing 
we've come up with, and this is still in motion, is you 
have to be willing to understand the history of 
people and learn about how that plays out in the 
world today. 

If you are somewhere where someone doesn't 
speak out in your position, well, I don't see that 
person as a leader because that person is in the 
room. I've given them authority and they don't 

seem to speak up, and they certainly don't 
challenge me or anyone else in the room. If you 
look at the history of that person,  you might have a 
barrier there because they may feel like if they're 
perceived as speaking out, that they're too 
aggressive,  and if they're perceived as too 
aggressive, they become a threat  and that may be 
their history. 

You have to educate people about the background 
and history of different types of people. I don't have 
a full answer to that one. You can do more diversity 
training for employees, but of all the things I'm 
looking at, that is the most critical, building up that 
manager capability.

JS: Do you have any tips on that, Frank? Seeing the 
potential in someone who is not like you or not like 
me? Certainly, in my  experience, I try to be in that 
person's mind, walk in their shoes, understand their 
history and understand their life. How have they 
dealt with what life has presented them with? I 
always feel like if you look at someone's behavior in 
whatever situation they're in, there's lots of insights. 

FC: What you just said for me, I suggest you're 
already on the leading edge of all of this. Because 
just having the willingness to  want to understand 
other people and to spend the time and  have that 
consideration, that's far ahead of most people. 
Most  people would say, "Within whatever time 
period I have at work,  I treat everyone the same. It's 
the quality mindset. I give everyone the same 
amount of time. I give them the same  opportunity 
to perform, and no, I don't spend more time trying  
to get beneath the surface. Because I'm not a 
psychologist, I'm not a therapist, I won't do it."
I think you're light-years ahead already on that. I 
don't have really much to add to that because I 
think it is that kind of  curiosity and sense of 
wanting to know more about people that actually is 
core to it. The reason I said we're not fully there is 
because ... What I don't know, Jim, is can you teach 
that? I'm sure there's a way to do it. There's a way to 
trigger it. I just haven't figured it out yet. I'm sure 
someone has, and I would love to hear what it is 
that triggers that kind of desire to be connected to 
others, to understand their plight, the empathy 
that's necessary to put yourself in a position of 
understanding what people are thinking and 

feeling so that you can better serve them. 

JS: I don't know, Frank, the answer to that one. I do 
feel like once you've experienced working in a 
team, a company that values diversity, equity and 
inclusion and builds teams based on that, you 
never go back. Once you feel it, you don't want to 
work any other way. If we can have more people 
have that experience—I think that's happening with 
the younger  generation, which you've talked 
about. I was working for a company and I was very 
fortunate because they believed in diversity, equity 
and inclusion and they believed in global career 
paths and they believed in putting people and 
cultures they're not familiar with. I loved it and I 
cannot work a different way now. 

FC: It is that kind of thing, right? Once you see it 
and once you're exposed to it, you're forever 
changed. I think a lot of it is giving people that 
exposure, but a lot of it is that leadership. You 
worked for a company where people say, "We value 
this. If you don't believe we value it, watch how we 
move people around that we value the most in the 
company, watch how we compensate people when 
they do the right thing." 

Everyone's looking at that. Look, I'm optimistic. 
Even though I started off this conversation saying 
it's been a long time and we've been trying to make 
change, I am optimistic and I do feel like this time is 
different. I think it's the E in DEI that actually makes 
the difference, right? Because we're moving from 
that mindset of giving everyone the same thing to 
getting people what they need to succeed, and 
that's a massive shift in our thinking, and I think 
that's going to pay dividends down the line. 
JS: How else will you know we're making progress? 
You're optimistic, but what are the signs, either 
within BlackRock or in  society at large—and I know 
the numbers are part of it—but what are the signs 
that this is changing and this time it's different? 

FC: Some of it is pure numbers, and the numbers 
aren't that  difficult. It should not be that difficult in 
terms of identifying and  attracting talent to bring 
them into the company initially. But  you need to 
cross a critical mass in order for people to feel 
comfortable in any particular culture and for people 
to speak up  and feel like it's safe for those to speak 

up. For me, the first  threshold is, do we have a 
critical mass across different areas of  diversity in 
the company? 

The second one for me, it's how managers explain 
their role in diversity and inclusion. If I asked today, 
I would get a mixture of responses. “Hey, I'm doing 
it because I think it's the right thing to do. I don't 
believe it helps business at all. I'm doing it because 
I'm being forced to do it.” Some will say, "No, this is 
the answer that we've been waiting for, and I'm 
going to unlock massive potential by doing this." 
The more people you hear going down the latter 
path and the more people who avoid the zero-sum 
racial thinking that if I help someone from this 
group, then my group will be hurt, that to me will 
be massive progress. 

The next one for me would be who are getting the 
assignments within the company that are perceived 
as the prime roles within the company? Forget 
senior executive roles for a second, because I'm not 
even going there. These are the roles that people 
say, "Well, if you're in that role, it positions you well 
to advance within the company. To get an 
evaluation of that and see if we are improving in 
terms of percentages of people of color in those 
positions." 

Then I look at the senior levels and see what 
percentages we  have at those levels. That to me is 
how I would evaluate it. There's one last check that 
may seem odd, but it's one that I think may be the 
most important of all, and that is when someone 
diverse exits the company. Learning from that 
experience and what we do around that. 

You could say we do a one-off exit interview, or you 
can pull together a committee of people and say, 
"Let's evaluate this  person's whole experience over 
the life cycle they had within the company, from the 
moment we brought them in, how we  developed 
them, what happened in promotion and  
compensation and why did they leave and what did 
they say, and what would we do differently as a 
result of this so that we  become a learning 
organization?" That's more important than any 
metric that I would give you. 

JS: I'll just share a thought. It's from my alma mater, 

Procter &  Gamble. This happened after I left, but 
P&G has tried to do the right thing in DE&I for a 
long time. Progress is not what they  wanted it to 
be, nor is it today. They brought a bunch of African 
American ex-P&G people who left the company 
and excelled,  and they brought them back en 
masse. They brought a bunch of  them back, and 
they put them around a big table and had one  of 
them moderate and the senior management sat 
behind a two-way mirror and listened. The CEO's 
direct reports. It was a very emotional experience. 
That sort of thing, it's empathetic, it's humble, it's 
vulnerable, and these people, obviously, they had 
no ax to grind other than let's just try to help this 
company who we left for a variety of reasons. Very 
powerful idea. 

FC: That is an incredibly powerful idea, Jim. I love 
that idea, actually. I'm going to try to lift it now 
because it's perfect, because they  actually have no 
ax to grind, like you said. But more important,  they 
were successful afterwards. They're not bitter, 
they're just  going to tell you exactly what they saw, 
how they felt. Look, we  need more of that. But I 
actually want to apply that. Thank you  for sharing 
that with me.

JS: Frank, we're going to wrap this up. I want you to 
offer one or  two pieces of advice to the CMOs in 
large and small companies who want to make a 
difference within their culture and in  society at 
large in diversity, equity and inclusion. 

FC: First, I would say, consider yourself part of the 
core team for  diversity, equity and inclusion. Don't 
think it's an HR role, don't  think it's a culture 
officer's role. Consider yourself part of that  core 
team. The skill set that you have and the insight that 
you  can provide is invaluable. I think that, for me, is 
the first part. The second part is just remember 
diversity, equity and inclusion is both an internal 
thing and external thing. 

On the external side, part of it is creating the 
imagery that help us all advance, but also reducing 
the negative current that some employees face. 
Before they walk into the office, they're 
experiencing things that weigh them down and 
drain them, before they even open the door to your 
office. We have the capability of helping to reduce 

that. I see this as a moral obligation. It's almost as if 
you see someone drowning and  you're a great 
swimmer and you can swim to them. You have the  
capability to help. Why would you not help? I think 
we have the capability to help, and I hope that all of 
us, in some way, find a way to be part of that 
solution. 

JS: Thank you, Frank. It's so good to see you, and 
this is an even better conversation than we had two 
years ago. 

FC: I'm glad, Jim. It's always great to see you. I 
hope to see you in person soon, actually. 

JS: That was my conversation with Frank Cooper, 
and here are three takeaways from this 
conversation to think about in your business and 
life. 

The first one: Learn, learn, learn from diverse 
employees who leave your company. It's sad when 
that happens, no one wants that to happen. 
Regretted turnover is  the worst thing, but learn 
from these people on why they are  leaving. Why 
do they leave? What didn't work out? What can you 
learn from it? BlackRock is great at that. They take 
the  learning and they improve. 

Second takeaway: Listening can be trained. 
BlackRock is training associates to actively listen to 
each other. By being fully engaged and asking 
questions, they're trying to build empathy  skills for 
their employees and decision makers in an effort to  
improve their DE&I efforts.

Third takeaway: Rethink who can be what. Let's face 
it: There are preconceived notions and unconscious 
biases about what roles certain people should be in 
based on age, race and skin tone. But Frank and his 
team are actively challenging their partners about 
rethinking who can be what at BlackRock. 

"I THINK WE HAVE THE 
CAPABILITY TO HELP, 
AND I HOPE THAT ALL OF 
US, IN SOME WAY, FIND A 
WAY TO BE PART OF 
THAT SOLUTION."
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EPISODE 5

FROM MY HEART, IT IS A 
DEEPLY PERSONAL ISSUE 

BECAUSE MY YOUNGEST SON 
IS LGBTQ. AND I HAVE 

GROWN WITH HIM AS A 
PARENT, I HAVE LEARNED A 

LOT ABOUT HIM AS A HUMAN 
BEING, AND I HAVE WATCHED 
HOW HE HAS STRUGGLED TO 

FIT INTO THIS WORLD.

“

ANDREA BRIMMER
Chief Marketing & PR Officer | Ally



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast DE&I Mini-Series is Andrea Brimmer, 
the Chief Marketing and PR Officer for 
Detroit-based Ally Financial. Ally Financial is a bank 
holding company that is one of the largest car 
finance companies in the US, and the 17th largest 
bank in the United States by assets. 

In this episode, Andrea talks about how Ally's DE&I 
efforts from a few years ago have already made 
their company stronger. She also discusses how 
Ally chooses their DE&I initiatives, and why it's 
important that these DE&I choices are authentic to 
the brand. Without any further ado, here's my 
enlightening conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Andrea, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. We 
spoke last September, you had a bunch of kids in 
your house, I think you were building a home, we 
were, of course, in the middle of COVID. So I have 
to start with, how is your life and work different 
now? 

ANDREA BRIMMER: Hi, Jim. First of all, thanks for 
having me back. I appreciate it.  Life is different 
because it feels like it's getting back to normal.  
First of all, the kids are all gone. That's a beautiful 
thing.  

JS: I know what you mean.

AB: With the exception of one, who we haven't 
been able to shake, but we're working on it. And 
we're starting to get back in the office and traveling 
again and doing normal things, so it feels good to 
be a human being again. 

JS: Flip a little bit into DE&I and Ally, and I want you 
to start with a  real fundamental question: Why is it 
important to the company, and of all the things that 
you could do in DE&I, where are you focused? 

AB: I would say first, in terms of why it's important 
to the company, we just fundamentally believe that 
diverse businesses are  better businesses, and that 
when you have more diversity  around the table, 
you get to better outcomes. And I think you  know 
Jim, I mean, we are a customer-obsessed company. 
I  know that sounds cliché, and that sounds like the 
right thing to  say at the right time, but that was the 
whole way Ally was  founded 12 years ago. You 

can't be customer-obsessed if you don't reflect the 
customer. And so from our perspective, in  order to 
reflect the customer, you have to have that diversity  
around the table.
 
I would say where we're really focused right now is 
on inclusion. We are in such a horribly divided 
country. The political landscape over the last year, 
social injustice, I think a lot of the racial awakening, 
the murder of George Floyd. There were so many 
things last year that were so important to, I think, 
the history of this country going forward. And the 
thing that kept emerging for us was this sense of 
inclusiveness, and how important it was for every 
viewpoint to be heard, and to understand each 
other's viewpoints, and to really be more 
empathetic about understanding other people's 
points of view. And those are some of the things 
that I think we're really focused on at Ally. 

JS: How are you doing that, Andrea? How does that 
play out into priorities, initiatives, commitments?    

AB: I think it starts first with empowering your 
employee base to have real and honest 
conversations, and to have space where  they can 
learn about groups that they either identify with or  
groups that they want to learn more about. One of 
the first things we did—and this was seven years 
ago—is we created our employee resource groups. 
We have eight different employee resource groups 
across the company. We have almost 50 percent of 
our employees that are part of an employee 
resource group. Personally, I chair the LGBTQ+ 
employee resource group, as you can imagine, and 
they have been wonderful, not only in terms of 
learning about each other, but they've been 
wonderful in that we can be very focused together 
on giving back to the community and doing things 
that are important to those employee resource 
groups. Another important initiative that we've 
been really focused on is a series that we call Let's 
Talk About It, and they've been awesome.

They're just candid conversations. There's no 
agenda. We pick a subject matter... So for instance, 
after the murder of George Floyd, we hosted a 
number of Let's Talk About It sessions. You  could 
just sign up for it, and it was simply one question, 
how are you feeling after the murder of George 
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Floyd? We listened to different people's 
perspectives. Small intimate groups, usually 40 on 
each call. I joined about five different ones, and you 
could join as many as you want. And I cannot tell 
you how emotional they were, I can't tell you how 
eye-opening they were, and I can't tell you how 
empowering they were to understand the different 
journeys that our teammates were going on, and 
the roller-coaster ride of emotions that they were 
feeling. So I think that bonded us. There was a lot of 
open communication with some people I had never 
met before in the company, and we've formed so 
many close relationships coming out of those series 
of Let's Talk About It's that are based on common 
ground that has been just really impactful and really 
amazing. 

JS: Why did you choose to do that one? Where did 
that idea start? What was the catalyst? Who had it? 
What was its life like within Ally? 

AB: The catalyst really came from our Chief 
Diversity Officer, Reggie Willis. And Reggie knew 
that a lot of people were hurting across  the 
company, and that people needed a place to voice 
what was happening inside of them. It was hard, 
because we were all  home, we weren't together, 
and there was no outlet for our  anger, there was no 
outlet for our emotions, there was no outlet for our 
bewilderment, there was no place to ask  questions, 
there was no place to really see how our teammates  
were feeling. And so he came to a small group of us 
as the executive council and said, is everybody 
supportive of doing  these sessions, and we said, 
not only are we supportive, we all  want to 
participate. Within two days, we had our first 
session set up. And the intent was really to just do 
five sessions across the company, and there was so 
much demand for them, I think Reggie ended up 
doing about 40 of them and had to expand. 

JS: 40? Wow. 

AB: 40. Yeah. And like I said, I went to five different 
ones. I cried every single one. I identified with so 
much of what was being talked about, especially 
from the Black mothers on the calls who talked so 
much about the fear that they had every time their 
child walked out the door, about whether or not 
they'd ever see them again. I relate to that with a 

gay son so much, and it just helped me find 
strength in that moment, and it created connections 
for me, and I know it did the same for so many 
people. I think that's what we mean by 
inclusiveness, having real conversations with one 
another, making sure people know that Ally is a safe 
place, it's a safe zone, and we are only going to get 
better if we learn from one another. 

JS: Do you think this will continue as we now get 
back together and we're in the office more? Do you 
think you'll continue this? Will  you listen to your 
employees and maybe continue it if they want to? 

AB: I know we will, and we have. We've been 
having the same kind of conversations about 
transgender issues that are so prevalent right now. 
So the Let's Talk About It series has continued. I 
think it's now part of our culture. It's part of our 
learning about the  kinds of things we need to do 
as we evolve to become a more inclusive company. 
I think it's just part of our DNA now, and this is really 
important. I think this constant learning process, to 
me, is the thing that I've been the most struck by, 
especially as a CMO. 

I have learned so much in the last year and a half, 
things that never would've dawned on me, and my 
eyes are so much more  open to them now. I think 
the only reason that has occurred is because 
people feel more empowered than ever right now 
to have candid conversations with one another and 
to have conversations that I think, oftentimes, we 
felt were out of bounds and didn't realize that 
diverse friends that we have, diverse colleagues 
that we have, have been dying to have these 
conversations, and nobody knew how to set the 
stage to have them. So I do think that platforms like 
Let's Talk About It opened up those pathways for 
us. 

JS: You said you've learned so much in the last year 
and a half, how's it changed how you lead as CMO 
and chief PR officer? How do you spend your time 
differently now than you did 18 months ago? How 
do you approach your work in a new or different 
way because of what has happened over the last 18 
months and what you've experienced? 

AB: I think I'm so much more aware there are subtle 
things that you don't give a second thought to that 
have a bigger impact than you realize. I'll give you a 
good example. We had somebody in the 
organization, not in my organization, but at Ally that 
we had to release, and it happened to be a diverse 
female. And there was cause for it that was 
significant, and there was fear among the Black 
females on my team immediately that maybe this 
person was let go because they had a strong voice 
as a Black woman. And there were a lot of people 
that reached out to me, and I said, I can't get into 
the details of it, but I can assure you that that's not 
the case. That never would've dawned on me. What 
I felt good about is that they felt comfortable 
enough to come to me. 

I think the reason they felt comfortable enough to 
come to me and voice their concerns was because I 
had taken the time over the course of this last year 
and a half to be more open to conversations, to 
reach out, to actively seek to learn, to actively  seek 
to understand from a really good place, and I think 
that's  changed me as a leader forever. I think some 
of those insights  have just made me more in tune 
than I've ever been in the 30  plus years of my 
career, and that changes the work. It makes  you 
even braver. It makes you realize the importance of 
what  has to be done even more so and why. 

JS: One gift I have in life is, I spend about a day a 
week talking to  CMOs through this podcast, and I 
have heard over the last year,  more than ever, a 
higher level of self-awareness and a different  
conversation about their teams. I think the 
connection to the teams, the understanding of the 
teams, the building of the  teams, the time with the 
team, the coaching on the team, the  
communication amongst the team, is better than 
ever—at least  from my sample of two or so leaders 
a week for the last 50  weeks—and it sounds like 
you're reflecting that. 

AB: I am. I feel closer to my team, which is kind of 
amazing  considering we haven't been together, 
than I really have before.  The gift, if you look for the 
good that has come out of the last year and a half, 
the gift that we've been given is the gift of slowing 
down a little bit, not being on planes constantly, not 
running from meeting to meeting. While I think in 
some ways we've been busier than ever, I think 
we've also had the opportunity to connect more 
than ever before, just simple  things that I can do 
now that I've never done. I have had the  
opportunity to once a month try and do open Zoom 
calls with  10 or 15 people at all different levels 
across the team, and  there's no agenda. It's just, 
how's everybody doing, I miss you,  what's going 
on, tell me about your life. 

I think there's been more texting, just more fun 
things, whether it's sending each other funny 
videos on different apps, or being  more in tune 
with what's going on in people's personal lives.  
That's been the gift that's come out of a lot of this. I 
also think just slowing down to see how people are 
doing as people and taking really big substantive 
actions... I'm a big believer in big brand acts. I think 
we, as a company, have done both for our  
customers and our employees some amazing big 
brand acts,  and that's also helped us learn. When 
you see how that has  impacted people on every 
level, it makes you want to do more  of it. And we 
did a huge one last week that hits right in the sweet 
spot of DE&I. 

JS: Say more about that. 

AB: You probably have heard a lot of the 
controversy that's been raging around overdraft 
fees, particularly coming out of Washington, and 
how overdraft fees disproportionately affect people 
that can afford them the least, which is typically 
Black and brown communities. Many in the banking 

category garner billions—with a B—a year in terms of 
fee revenue from overdraft fees. We made a 
decision last week to eliminate all overdraft fees, no 
questions asked, and are the first big bank to 
eliminate those. We did it because it was the right 
thing to do, and that to me was an outgrowth of 
learning over the last year and a half.
 
Again, it would never have hit our radar if there 
hadn't been so much conversation about DE&I, and 
it did hit our radar, and it occurred to us when we 
actually stopped and listened to the consumer that 
it was the wrong thing to do. As a company that 
tries to stand on the right side of right, as much as 
we can, we knew that it had to be done. And the 
attention for it has been incredible, the sentiment 
for it has been incredible, but I think it's 
empowered us. We moved quickly. It wasn't 
something that anybody overthought. To me, that's 
an outgrowth of just being more self-aware as a 
company and as a group of leaders around doing 
the right thing.

JS: It's a beautiful example of DE&I going right into 
your business and your business model and your 
customer empathy, so it's a powerful example. It's a 
bit of your CBS moment, right? They took a major 
act. There were revenue and profitability issues. I'm 
sure there are the same with the decision you 
made, but it is the right thing to do, and you moved 
on it. 

AB: That's right. I've seen a lot of companies do 
those kinds of  things, and I think that's been one of 
the best outgrowths of  everything that's happened 
the last year and a half. It's created more 
conversation around DE&I. I think almost every 
company has had some kind of DE&I platform or 
initiatives. I feel like this past year has been 
substantive in terms of creating real change, and I 
think many companies have stepped up across so 
many categories and said, it's time for deeds, not 
words, and let's get after the real work that needs to 
be done, and I'm happy for that. 

JS: I talked to Frank Cooper at BlackRock about 
DE&I. He's part of  this series. He said about the 
same thing you just said. He is actually hopeful that 
this time is different. Could I get you to  talk a little 
bit more about why you think this time is different? 

AB: I think it's different because for the first time in 
a long time, there are a couple of different 
confluences of activity that are coming together. 
One is, I think consumers are demanding action 
more than ever before. You can't look at any piece 
of research that doesn't tell you... Whether it's an 
Edelman trust study, or whether it's your own voice 
of the customer, or whether it's social media 
sentiment, that the vast proportion of consumers 
are demanding businesses to be the fourth branch 
of government, to take on societal issues, and to act 
on those societal issues. There is no pass anymore. 
Not doing something or not saying something 
around important issues around DE&I are as 
impactful as doing something, but on the negative 
side. 

So you've got that confluence of momentum and 
inertia. Then on the other hand, I truly believe that 
employee bases have activated action within 
companies, and that CEOs and C-suite executives 
are more attuned than ever before to the voice of 
the employee base and the importance of their 
company standing for the right side on many of 
these issues. Those are two big confluences that are 
too massive to ignore, and I think companies realize 
that it's not okay to sit on the sidelines anymore, it 
just isn't. You have to pick and choose. It's hard to 
figure out what to wade into and what not to, but to 
not do anything is not okay. 

JS: You talked a moment ago about Let's Talk 
About It, and I know  you're doing lots of innovation 
in this space. I know one thing you're doing is with 
universities and education, I think it's the Moguls in 
the Making. Could you speak about that or another 
initiative that you're particularly proud of because 
of what we've all been through over the last 18 
months? 

AB: Moguls is a particular pride point for me. We 
created it three years ago, and it was done in 
accordance with the Thurgood Marshall College 
Fund. The idea was that there's all this money that's 
going into venture capitalism, and only 1 percent of 
it goes into Black-owned businesses, and that's not 
right. We needed to do something to help create 
the next generation of Black moguls. So we do a 
call to the historically black colleges, universities 
every year, we have thousands of students that 
enter to be chosen as part of our Moguls in the 
Making program, we select the top 50 submissions 
after they go through a panel of internal judges, 
and we bring those students in and we mentor 
them throughout the weekend. They're given a 
problem that exists in society, and they have to use 
a technological solution to solve that problem. 

We have about 150 Ally employees that give their 
entire weekend to mentor these kids and to get 
them ready for a pitch  competition, and then on 
Sunday night, they do a pitch competition to a 
panel of judges, and we select the winning  team. 
We usually have offered internships to all the kids 
that  participate. For the winning teams, we pay off 
a portion of their  student loans, they get 
computers as part of the prize package, and other 
things. But it is an amazing program, and it has  
created this pipeline of diverse talent that's coming 
into Ally that have now gone on to do incredible 
things within the  company that have been very 
impactful. It's been a pride point for us. It's been a 
program that I think has gotten bigger and better 
every single year, and something that I think has 
just  been a wonderful gift for us to see. 

JS: So it's three years old. Have you seen the ideas 
evolve a little bit in these three years? Are there any 
themes that you would highlight? 

AB: The level of quality thinking coming out of the 
students has  been elevated. It is absolutely 
incredible. A lot of the thematics that we're seeing, 
especially coming out of the students, is really 
germane to our area, which is: How do we utilize 
technology to create financial literacy and 
economic mobility in Black and brown 
communities? They've come up with some really 
innovative ideas around gamification, around 
utilization of cultural aspects like music and other 

things to make learning about financial literacy 
more engaging, and some really powerful thinking. 
It's been rewarding to see the students lean into 
something that has so much applicability to the 
business that we're in by trying to intersect financial 
literacy with so many of the systemic issues facing 
many of the underrepresented communities. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a little bit into 
leadership. You're a senior leader at Ally, you've 
been there a long time, you've done a major brand 
restage years ago, and you've done a lot of 
fabulous work. Could you talk to me a little bit 
about your leadership team and DE&I—how are 
they working together differently than they might 
have done five years ago? What are you all 
challenged with? If I sat in your leadership team 
meeting, what would I hear as the theme in terms of 
challenges? Could you give us a little bit of a 
window into your lead team and the dynamics 
there? 

AB: Absolutely. First of all, we have a fairly diverse 
leadership team. The guys on the team would say I 
have a disproportionate number of women leading 
the marketing organization. In fact, 70 percent of 
my team is female across the  board, which is pretty 
incredible. We have created a multicultural 
marketing team in the last year and a half. I brought 
in a new leader, a woman by the name of Erica 
Hughes, to lead that multicultural marketing team. 
We have put, as a leadership team, greater demand 
on our agency partners to ensure that we have a 
higher percentage of diversity around the table at 
the agencies, so that we're getting better and more 
inclusive thinking. We have made it a priority as 
we're looking at work, as we're reviewing media 
plans, as we're thinking about the way that we're 
going to market, that we're asking ourselves hard 
questions around what percentage of our spend is 
in Black-owned media, what percentage of our 
spend is going towards a Latinx audience, how are 
we thinking differently about LGBTQ issues, and 
how will we shine a light on things that are 
conversations that need to be had? 

We've created a powerful new series called Daring 
to Disrupt as an example that probably wouldn't 
have occurred prior to now. It looks at women and 
industries they have disrupted from their unique 

point of view, and the challenges that they've faced. 
I think what you would see in our leadership team is 
a laser focus on changing the conversation, a laser 
focus on ensuring that the culture we're trying to 
create within Ally is reflected out into the world, and 
that we are building more diverse teams. We've 
challenged each one of the leaders to ensure that 
every candidate slate includes diverse candidates, 
and not to accept candidate slates that aren't 
diverse. 

We've also created, I think, much stronger 
mentorship programs for our diverse teammates to 
really help ensure  success, to think a little bit 
differently, that not everybody has to check every 
box. They might not have to have a marketing 
background, they may not have to have certain 
backgrounds  that we would've been more 
stringent on in the past, that the  only way we're 
going to really build a true pipeline of the next  
generation of diverse leaders is if we're better 
about bringing in more of a variety of people, and 
then we're mentoring them to success. I think those 
are all big things that have changed in the last year 
and a half. 

JS: That's a rich list of initiatives. How do you 
choose? Do you go to your team? Do you treat it 
almost like a portfolio with your products, which 
ones do we think have the highest leverage, 
highest impact, we'll do those first? How do you do 
that? 

AB: Jim, one of the things I've done to hold myself 
accountable is, I've written it right into my 
performance objectives. I've made a commitment 
about the number of diverse teammates I would 
like to have on my team by the end of the year, and 
I have kind of pushed that down, so to speak. I think 
it starts with that. That's been our prioritization, is to 
make sure that we're  bringing diverse perspectives 
in, and the only way to bring  diverse perspectives 
in is to hire more diverse talent. So that's certainly 
been our prioritization in terms of number one. And  
then when you make that kind of commitment, you 
have to ensure success. 

So the mentoring, the being more open-minded 
about the kind of experiences and outgrowth of 
that, I think that's been priority one this year. Then 

priority two has certainly been...  Look, we're not 
perfect. Nobody could say they're perfect in terms 
of the way that they're thinking about diverse 
media, the way that they're thinking about 
supporting more Black and brown and LGBTQ 
media companies and properties, but you have to 
start somewhere, and you just have to start doing 
things, and that's what we're trying to do. You don't 
have to have everything figured out. Let's just start 
doing stuff and see where it goes. 

JS: Who do you go to for inspiration in this space, 
Andrea, your son, perhaps? And talk a bit more 
maybe about that and anyone else who's inspired 
you.
 
AB: Yeah, absolutely. I bounce so many things off of 
Drew, and he's been a huge inspiration for me. One 
of my best friends in the world is one of the most 
incredible women that I've ever met. Her name is 
Thasunda Duckett. She's the new CEO of 
TIAA-CREF. She's only the second Black female 
CEO in America right now. She has been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me, she's been 
an incredible source of love, learning, and she's 
somebody that I have really wonderfully candid 
conversations with. Another has been somebody 
who's been a friend of mine for, I guess, probably 
20 years... I'm aging myself here. Steve Stoute, 
who's the CEO of Translation. Steve and I have 
known each other forever. We did some incredible 
work together back in our old Chevy days. And 
Steve's been somebody that I think has changed 
the model on so many industries, and he's always 
an incredible source of the truth, and he's been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me over the last 
15 months or so. 

JS: Last question, what's your advice to other 
CMOs—pragmatic advice as they seek to make 
progress within their organization,  with their 
brands, with their company, with society on DE&I? 

AB: I tell everybody the same thing: Think like a 

human. If you don't have the right information to 
inform your decision, seek it out, go talk to people 
that can bring you diverse perspectives so that you 
can make right decisions. I hinted at this a little bit 
earlier. Not every subject is the right subject for a 
brand or a company to wade in on, and you have to 
make those decisions, but if everybody just does 
something, we're going to have a very different 
world even a year from now. Empower yourself with 
information, be open-minded, learn, and I think 
now more than ever before, it's critical that a CMO 
has a really loud voice and has an important seat at 
the table, and it's really pushing on some of the 
hard issues. 

JS: That's not the last question. I have one 
follow-up because of  your answer. You talked 
about having a loud voice and picking something 
to be involved in, or a few things to be involved in.  
I'm getting that question over and over again: 
Where should I have a voice, when should I speak 
up, when should I not speak  up, where should our 
company try to make significant change? You're in 
banking, you're in financial services, I'm sure that's 
one  framework for your decisions, but how do you 
decide where  you play? 

AB: We make the decision based on things that are 
authentic to our purpose and authentic to our 
culture. I think the overdraft fees is a great example. 
It’s authentic to what we do—we're a bank—and 
authentic to our culture, that's a culture of customer 
obsession. That’s a perfect example of a place 
where we  needed to wade in on something. You 
can't be outspoken on  one issue and decide to 
take a pass on others. If you stand for  inclusiveness, 
you have to be brave enough around doing things  
that celebrate inclusivity and can't shy away from 
them. 

The whole transgender issue, I think is a great right 
issue, and you don't necessarily need to weigh into 
it by making some kind  of a PR statement. But you 
can wade into it by featuring transgender athletes 
in your marketing work or content stories  and 
telling their story. Everybody automatically kind of 
goes to, I  need to make a public statement, I need 
my CEO to go say  something, we need to do a 
press release. It doesn't always have to be that 
solution. Sometimes you can do it through actions 

that are brand acts that are way more impactful. I 
think that's how we try and decide: authentic to our 
culture, authentic to our purpose, and things that 
can make a real impact through our action. 

JS: That's a great place to leave it, Andrea. Thank 
you again for this wonderful conversation, for your 
honesty, for your insights, for your passion, for your 
sincerity. 

AB: It's always a pleasure speaking with you. 
Thanks so much, Jim, for having me on. I appreciate 
it.   

JS: That was my conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Here are three takeaways to think about in your 
business and life. 

First takeaway: Make sure your DE&I decisions are 
in line with your brand purpose. They should be 
authentic to your history,  authentic to your brand, 
and authentic to what your customers  care about. 

Second takeaway: DE&I starts with a diverse team. 
Ally's leadership is already diverse, and because of 
that, they understand the importance of DE&I. Also, 
as a team with a diverse background, they 
understand the best ways to implement DE&I 
across the organization and with their partners.

Third takeaway: Do what is right. Andrea and her 
team listen and react to the events happening in 
the world, and they find a way to do the right thing 
for their customers and their employees. It's always 
important to act, but what really matters is when 
you act and for the right reasons. 



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast DE&I Mini-Series is Andrea Brimmer, 
the Chief Marketing and PR Officer for 
Detroit-based Ally Financial. Ally Financial is a bank 
holding company that is one of the largest car 
finance companies in the US, and the 17th largest 
bank in the United States by assets. 

In this episode, Andrea talks about how Ally's DE&I 
efforts from a few years ago have already made 
their company stronger. She also discusses how 
Ally chooses their DE&I initiatives, and why it's 
important that these DE&I choices are authentic to 
the brand. Without any further ado, here's my 
enlightening conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Andrea, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. We 
spoke last September, you had a bunch of kids in 
your house, I think you were building a home, we 
were, of course, in the middle of COVID. So I have 
to start with, how is your life and work different 
now? 

ANDREA BRIMMER: Hi, Jim. First of all, thanks for 
having me back. I appreciate it.  Life is different 
because it feels like it's getting back to normal.  
First of all, the kids are all gone. That's a beautiful 
thing.  

JS: I know what you mean.

AB: With the exception of one, who we haven't 
been able to shake, but we're working on it. And 
we're starting to get back in the office and traveling 
again and doing normal things, so it feels good to 
be a human being again. 

JS: Flip a little bit into DE&I and Ally, and I want you 
to start with a  real fundamental question: Why is it 
important to the company, and of all the things that 
you could do in DE&I, where are you focused? 

AB: I would say first, in terms of why it's important 
to the company, we just fundamentally believe that 
diverse businesses are  better businesses, and that 
when you have more diversity  around the table, 
you get to better outcomes. And I think you  know 
Jim, I mean, we are a customer-obsessed company. 
I  know that sounds cliché, and that sounds like the 
right thing to  say at the right time, but that was the 
whole way Ally was  founded 12 years ago. You 

can't be customer-obsessed if you don't reflect the 
customer. And so from our perspective, in  order to 
reflect the customer, you have to have that diversity  
around the table.
 
I would say where we're really focused right now is 
on inclusion. We are in such a horribly divided 
country. The political landscape over the last year, 
social injustice, I think a lot of the racial awakening, 
the murder of George Floyd. There were so many 
things last year that were so important to, I think, 
the history of this country going forward. And the 
thing that kept emerging for us was this sense of 
inclusiveness, and how important it was for every 
viewpoint to be heard, and to understand each 
other's viewpoints, and to really be more 
empathetic about understanding other people's 
points of view. And those are some of the things 
that I think we're really focused on at Ally. 

JS: How are you doing that, Andrea? How does that 
play out into priorities, initiatives, commitments?    

AB: I think it starts first with empowering your 
employee base to have real and honest 
conversations, and to have space where  they can 
learn about groups that they either identify with or  
groups that they want to learn more about. One of 
the first things we did—and this was seven years 
ago—is we created our employee resource groups. 
We have eight different employee resource groups 
across the company. We have almost 50 percent of 
our employees that are part of an employee 
resource group. Personally, I chair the LGBTQ+ 
employee resource group, as you can imagine, and 
they have been wonderful, not only in terms of 
learning about each other, but they've been 
wonderful in that we can be very focused together 
on giving back to the community and doing things 
that are important to those employee resource 
groups. Another important initiative that we've 
been really focused on is a series that we call Let's 
Talk About It, and they've been awesome.

They're just candid conversations. There's no 
agenda. We pick a subject matter... So for instance, 
after the murder of George Floyd, we hosted a 
number of Let's Talk About It sessions. You  could 
just sign up for it, and it was simply one question, 
how are you feeling after the murder of George 
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Floyd? We listened to different people's 
perspectives. Small intimate groups, usually 40 on 
each call. I joined about five different ones, and you 
could join as many as you want. And I cannot tell 
you how emotional they were, I can't tell you how 
eye-opening they were, and I can't tell you how 
empowering they were to understand the different 
journeys that our teammates were going on, and 
the roller-coaster ride of emotions that they were 
feeling. So I think that bonded us. There was a lot of 
open communication with some people I had never 
met before in the company, and we've formed so 
many close relationships coming out of those series 
of Let's Talk About It's that are based on common 
ground that has been just really impactful and really 
amazing. 

JS: Why did you choose to do that one? Where did 
that idea start? What was the catalyst? Who had it? 
What was its life like within Ally? 

AB: The catalyst really came from our Chief 
Diversity Officer, Reggie Willis. And Reggie knew 
that a lot of people were hurting across  the 
company, and that people needed a place to voice 
what was happening inside of them. It was hard, 
because we were all  home, we weren't together, 
and there was no outlet for our  anger, there was no 
outlet for our emotions, there was no outlet for our 
bewilderment, there was no place to ask  questions, 
there was no place to really see how our teammates  
were feeling. And so he came to a small group of us 
as the executive council and said, is everybody 
supportive of doing  these sessions, and we said, 
not only are we supportive, we all  want to 
participate. Within two days, we had our first 
session set up. And the intent was really to just do 
five sessions across the company, and there was so 
much demand for them, I think Reggie ended up 
doing about 40 of them and had to expand. 

JS: 40? Wow. 

AB: 40. Yeah. And like I said, I went to five different 
ones. I cried every single one. I identified with so 
much of what was being talked about, especially 
from the Black mothers on the calls who talked so 
much about the fear that they had every time their 
child walked out the door, about whether or not 
they'd ever see them again. I relate to that with a 

gay son so much, and it just helped me find 
strength in that moment, and it created connections 
for me, and I know it did the same for so many 
people. I think that's what we mean by 
inclusiveness, having real conversations with one 
another, making sure people know that Ally is a safe 
place, it's a safe zone, and we are only going to get 
better if we learn from one another. 

JS: Do you think this will continue as we now get 
back together and we're in the office more? Do you 
think you'll continue this? Will  you listen to your 
employees and maybe continue it if they want to? 

AB: I know we will, and we have. We've been 
having the same kind of conversations about 
transgender issues that are so prevalent right now. 
So the Let's Talk About It series has continued. I 
think it's now part of our culture. It's part of our 
learning about the  kinds of things we need to do 
as we evolve to become a more inclusive company. 
I think it's just part of our DNA now, and this is really 
important. I think this constant learning process, to 
me, is the thing that I've been the most struck by, 
especially as a CMO. 

I have learned so much in the last year and a half, 
things that never would've dawned on me, and my 
eyes are so much more  open to them now. I think 
the only reason that has occurred is because 
people feel more empowered than ever right now 
to have candid conversations with one another and 
to have conversations that I think, oftentimes, we 
felt were out of bounds and didn't realize that 
diverse friends that we have, diverse colleagues 
that we have, have been dying to have these 
conversations, and nobody knew how to set the 
stage to have them. So I do think that platforms like 
Let's Talk About It opened up those pathways for 
us. 

JS: You said you've learned so much in the last year 
and a half, how's it changed how you lead as CMO 
and chief PR officer? How do you spend your time 
differently now than you did 18 months ago? How 
do you approach your work in a new or different 
way because of what has happened over the last 18 
months and what you've experienced? 

AB: I think I'm so much more aware there are subtle 
things that you don't give a second thought to that 
have a bigger impact than you realize. I'll give you a 
good example. We had somebody in the 
organization, not in my organization, but at Ally that 
we had to release, and it happened to be a diverse 
female. And there was cause for it that was 
significant, and there was fear among the Black 
females on my team immediately that maybe this 
person was let go because they had a strong voice 
as a Black woman. And there were a lot of people 
that reached out to me, and I said, I can't get into 
the details of it, but I can assure you that that's not 
the case. That never would've dawned on me. What 
I felt good about is that they felt comfortable 
enough to come to me. 

I think the reason they felt comfortable enough to 
come to me and voice their concerns was because I 
had taken the time over the course of this last year 
and a half to be more open to conversations, to 
reach out, to actively seek to learn, to actively  seek 
to understand from a really good place, and I think 
that's  changed me as a leader forever. I think some 
of those insights  have just made me more in tune 
than I've ever been in the 30  plus years of my 
career, and that changes the work. It makes  you 
even braver. It makes you realize the importance of 
what  has to be done even more so and why. 

JS: One gift I have in life is, I spend about a day a 
week talking to  CMOs through this podcast, and I 
have heard over the last year,  more than ever, a 
higher level of self-awareness and a different  
conversation about their teams. I think the 
connection to the teams, the understanding of the 
teams, the building of the  teams, the time with the 
team, the coaching on the team, the  
communication amongst the team, is better than 
ever—at least  from my sample of two or so leaders 
a week for the last 50  weeks—and it sounds like 
you're reflecting that. 

AB: I am. I feel closer to my team, which is kind of 
amazing  considering we haven't been together, 
than I really have before.  The gift, if you look for the 
good that has come out of the last year and a half, 
the gift that we've been given is the gift of slowing 
down a little bit, not being on planes constantly, not 
running from meeting to meeting. While I think in 
some ways we've been busier than ever, I think 
we've also had the opportunity to connect more 
than ever before, just simple  things that I can do 
now that I've never done. I have had the  
opportunity to once a month try and do open Zoom 
calls with  10 or 15 people at all different levels 
across the team, and  there's no agenda. It's just, 
how's everybody doing, I miss you,  what's going 
on, tell me about your life. 

I think there's been more texting, just more fun 
things, whether it's sending each other funny 
videos on different apps, or being  more in tune 
with what's going on in people's personal lives.  
That's been the gift that's come out of a lot of this. I 
also think just slowing down to see how people are 
doing as people and taking really big substantive 
actions... I'm a big believer in big brand acts. I think 
we, as a company, have done both for our  
customers and our employees some amazing big 
brand acts,  and that's also helped us learn. When 
you see how that has  impacted people on every 
level, it makes you want to do more  of it. And we 
did a huge one last week that hits right in the sweet 
spot of DE&I. 

JS: Say more about that. 

AB: You probably have heard a lot of the 
controversy that's been raging around overdraft 
fees, particularly coming out of Washington, and 
how overdraft fees disproportionately affect people 
that can afford them the least, which is typically 
Black and brown communities. Many in the banking 

category garner billions—with a B—a year in terms of 
fee revenue from overdraft fees. We made a 
decision last week to eliminate all overdraft fees, no 
questions asked, and are the first big bank to 
eliminate those. We did it because it was the right 
thing to do, and that to me was an outgrowth of 
learning over the last year and a half.
 
Again, it would never have hit our radar if there 
hadn't been so much conversation about DE&I, and 
it did hit our radar, and it occurred to us when we 
actually stopped and listened to the consumer that 
it was the wrong thing to do. As a company that 
tries to stand on the right side of right, as much as 
we can, we knew that it had to be done. And the 
attention for it has been incredible, the sentiment 
for it has been incredible, but I think it's 
empowered us. We moved quickly. It wasn't 
something that anybody overthought. To me, that's 
an outgrowth of just being more self-aware as a 
company and as a group of leaders around doing 
the right thing.

JS: It's a beautiful example of DE&I going right into 
your business and your business model and your 
customer empathy, so it's a powerful example. It's a 
bit of your CBS moment, right? They took a major 
act. There were revenue and profitability issues. I'm 
sure there are the same with the decision you 
made, but it is the right thing to do, and you moved 
on it. 

AB: That's right. I've seen a lot of companies do 
those kinds of  things, and I think that's been one of 
the best outgrowths of  everything that's happened 
the last year and a half. It's created more 
conversation around DE&I. I think almost every 
company has had some kind of DE&I platform or 
initiatives. I feel like this past year has been 
substantive in terms of creating real change, and I 
think many companies have stepped up across so 
many categories and said, it's time for deeds, not 
words, and let's get after the real work that needs to 
be done, and I'm happy for that. 

JS: I talked to Frank Cooper at BlackRock about 
DE&I. He's part of  this series. He said about the 
same thing you just said. He is actually hopeful that 
this time is different. Could I get you to  talk a little 
bit more about why you think this time is different? 

AB: I think it's different because for the first time in 
a long time, there are a couple of different 
confluences of activity that are coming together. 
One is, I think consumers are demanding action 
more than ever before. You can't look at any piece 
of research that doesn't tell you... Whether it's an 
Edelman trust study, or whether it's your own voice 
of the customer, or whether it's social media 
sentiment, that the vast proportion of consumers 
are demanding businesses to be the fourth branch 
of government, to take on societal issues, and to act 
on those societal issues. There is no pass anymore. 
Not doing something or not saying something 
around important issues around DE&I are as 
impactful as doing something, but on the negative 
side. 

So you've got that confluence of momentum and 
inertia. Then on the other hand, I truly believe that 
employee bases have activated action within 
companies, and that CEOs and C-suite executives 
are more attuned than ever before to the voice of 
the employee base and the importance of their 
company standing for the right side on many of 
these issues. Those are two big confluences that are 
too massive to ignore, and I think companies realize 
that it's not okay to sit on the sidelines anymore, it 
just isn't. You have to pick and choose. It's hard to 
figure out what to wade into and what not to, but to 
not do anything is not okay. 

JS: You talked a moment ago about Let's Talk 
About It, and I know  you're doing lots of innovation 
in this space. I know one thing you're doing is with 
universities and education, I think it's the Moguls in 
the Making. Could you speak about that or another 
initiative that you're particularly proud of because 
of what we've all been through over the last 18 
months? 

AB: Moguls is a particular pride point for me. We 
created it three years ago, and it was done in 
accordance with the Thurgood Marshall College 
Fund. The idea was that there's all this money that's 
going into venture capitalism, and only 1 percent of 
it goes into Black-owned businesses, and that's not 
right. We needed to do something to help create 
the next generation of Black moguls. So we do a 
call to the historically black colleges, universities 
every year, we have thousands of students that 
enter to be chosen as part of our Moguls in the 
Making program, we select the top 50 submissions 
after they go through a panel of internal judges, 
and we bring those students in and we mentor 
them throughout the weekend. They're given a 
problem that exists in society, and they have to use 
a technological solution to solve that problem. 

We have about 150 Ally employees that give their 
entire weekend to mentor these kids and to get 
them ready for a pitch  competition, and then on 
Sunday night, they do a pitch competition to a 
panel of judges, and we select the winning  team. 
We usually have offered internships to all the kids 
that  participate. For the winning teams, we pay off 
a portion of their  student loans, they get 
computers as part of the prize package, and other 
things. But it is an amazing program, and it has  
created this pipeline of diverse talent that's coming 
into Ally that have now gone on to do incredible 
things within the  company that have been very 
impactful. It's been a pride point for us. It's been a 
program that I think has gotten bigger and better 
every single year, and something that I think has 
just  been a wonderful gift for us to see. 

JS: So it's three years old. Have you seen the ideas 
evolve a little bit in these three years? Are there any 
themes that you would highlight? 

AB: The level of quality thinking coming out of the 
students has  been elevated. It is absolutely 
incredible. A lot of the thematics that we're seeing, 
especially coming out of the students, is really 
germane to our area, which is: How do we utilize 
technology to create financial literacy and 
economic mobility in Black and brown 
communities? They've come up with some really 
innovative ideas around gamification, around 
utilization of cultural aspects like music and other 

things to make learning about financial literacy 
more engaging, and some really powerful thinking. 
It's been rewarding to see the students lean into 
something that has so much applicability to the 
business that we're in by trying to intersect financial 
literacy with so many of the systemic issues facing 
many of the underrepresented communities. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a little bit into 
leadership. You're a senior leader at Ally, you've 
been there a long time, you've done a major brand 
restage years ago, and you've done a lot of 
fabulous work. Could you talk to me a little bit 
about your leadership team and DE&I—how are 
they working together differently than they might 
have done five years ago? What are you all 
challenged with? If I sat in your leadership team 
meeting, what would I hear as the theme in terms of 
challenges? Could you give us a little bit of a 
window into your lead team and the dynamics 
there? 

AB: Absolutely. First of all, we have a fairly diverse 
leadership team. The guys on the team would say I 
have a disproportionate number of women leading 
the marketing organization. In fact, 70 percent of 
my team is female across the  board, which is pretty 
incredible. We have created a multicultural 
marketing team in the last year and a half. I brought 
in a new leader, a woman by the name of Erica 
Hughes, to lead that multicultural marketing team. 
We have put, as a leadership team, greater demand 
on our agency partners to ensure that we have a 
higher percentage of diversity around the table at 
the agencies, so that we're getting better and more 
inclusive thinking. We have made it a priority as 
we're looking at work, as we're reviewing media 
plans, as we're thinking about the way that we're 
going to market, that we're asking ourselves hard 
questions around what percentage of our spend is 
in Black-owned media, what percentage of our 
spend is going towards a Latinx audience, how are 
we thinking differently about LGBTQ issues, and 
how will we shine a light on things that are 
conversations that need to be had? 

We've created a powerful new series called Daring 
to Disrupt as an example that probably wouldn't 
have occurred prior to now. It looks at women and 
industries they have disrupted from their unique 

point of view, and the challenges that they've faced. 
I think what you would see in our leadership team is 
a laser focus on changing the conversation, a laser 
focus on ensuring that the culture we're trying to 
create within Ally is reflected out into the world, and 
that we are building more diverse teams. We've 
challenged each one of the leaders to ensure that 
every candidate slate includes diverse candidates, 
and not to accept candidate slates that aren't 
diverse. 

We've also created, I think, much stronger 
mentorship programs for our diverse teammates to 
really help ensure  success, to think a little bit 
differently, that not everybody has to check every 
box. They might not have to have a marketing 
background, they may not have to have certain 
backgrounds  that we would've been more 
stringent on in the past, that the  only way we're 
going to really build a true pipeline of the next  
generation of diverse leaders is if we're better 
about bringing in more of a variety of people, and 
then we're mentoring them to success. I think those 
are all big things that have changed in the last year 
and a half. 

JS: That's a rich list of initiatives. How do you 
choose? Do you go to your team? Do you treat it 
almost like a portfolio with your products, which 
ones do we think have the highest leverage, 
highest impact, we'll do those first? How do you do 
that? 

AB: Jim, one of the things I've done to hold myself 
accountable is, I've written it right into my 
performance objectives. I've made a commitment 
about the number of diverse teammates I would 
like to have on my team by the end of the year, and 
I have kind of pushed that down, so to speak. I think 
it starts with that. That's been our prioritization, is to 
make sure that we're  bringing diverse perspectives 
in, and the only way to bring  diverse perspectives 
in is to hire more diverse talent. So that's certainly 
been our prioritization in terms of number one. And  
then when you make that kind of commitment, you 
have to ensure success. 

So the mentoring, the being more open-minded 
about the kind of experiences and outgrowth of 
that, I think that's been priority one this year. Then 

priority two has certainly been...  Look, we're not 
perfect. Nobody could say they're perfect in terms 
of the way that they're thinking about diverse 
media, the way that they're thinking about 
supporting more Black and brown and LGBTQ 
media companies and properties, but you have to 
start somewhere, and you just have to start doing 
things, and that's what we're trying to do. You don't 
have to have everything figured out. Let's just start 
doing stuff and see where it goes. 

JS: Who do you go to for inspiration in this space, 
Andrea, your son, perhaps? And talk a bit more 
maybe about that and anyone else who's inspired 
you.
 
AB: Yeah, absolutely. I bounce so many things off of 
Drew, and he's been a huge inspiration for me. One 
of my best friends in the world is one of the most 
incredible women that I've ever met. Her name is 
Thasunda Duckett. She's the new CEO of 
TIAA-CREF. She's only the second Black female 
CEO in America right now. She has been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me, she's been 
an incredible source of love, learning, and she's 
somebody that I have really wonderfully candid 
conversations with. Another has been somebody 
who's been a friend of mine for, I guess, probably 
20 years... I'm aging myself here. Steve Stoute, 
who's the CEO of Translation. Steve and I have 
known each other forever. We did some incredible 
work together back in our old Chevy days. And 
Steve's been somebody that I think has changed 
the model on so many industries, and he's always 
an incredible source of the truth, and he's been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me over the last 
15 months or so. 

JS: Last question, what's your advice to other 
CMOs—pragmatic advice as they seek to make 
progress within their organization,  with their 
brands, with their company, with society on DE&I? 

AB: I tell everybody the same thing: Think like a 

human. If you don't have the right information to 
inform your decision, seek it out, go talk to people 
that can bring you diverse perspectives so that you 
can make right decisions. I hinted at this a little bit 
earlier. Not every subject is the right subject for a 
brand or a company to wade in on, and you have to 
make those decisions, but if everybody just does 
something, we're going to have a very different 
world even a year from now. Empower yourself with 
information, be open-minded, learn, and I think 
now more than ever before, it's critical that a CMO 
has a really loud voice and has an important seat at 
the table, and it's really pushing on some of the 
hard issues. 

JS: That's not the last question. I have one 
follow-up because of  your answer. You talked 
about having a loud voice and picking something 
to be involved in, or a few things to be involved in.  
I'm getting that question over and over again: 
Where should I have a voice, when should I speak 
up, when should I not speak  up, where should our 
company try to make significant change? You're in 
banking, you're in financial services, I'm sure that's 
one  framework for your decisions, but how do you 
decide where  you play? 

AB: We make the decision based on things that are 
authentic to our purpose and authentic to our 
culture. I think the overdraft fees is a great example. 
It’s authentic to what we do—we're a bank—and 
authentic to our culture, that's a culture of customer 
obsession. That’s a perfect example of a place 
where we  needed to wade in on something. You 
can't be outspoken on  one issue and decide to 
take a pass on others. If you stand for  inclusiveness, 
you have to be brave enough around doing things  
that celebrate inclusivity and can't shy away from 
them. 

The whole transgender issue, I think is a great right 
issue, and you don't necessarily need to weigh into 
it by making some kind  of a PR statement. But you 
can wade into it by featuring transgender athletes 
in your marketing work or content stories  and 
telling their story. Everybody automatically kind of 
goes to, I  need to make a public statement, I need 
my CEO to go say  something, we need to do a 
press release. It doesn't always have to be that 
solution. Sometimes you can do it through actions 

that are brand acts that are way more impactful. I 
think that's how we try and decide: authentic to our 
culture, authentic to our purpose, and things that 
can make a real impact through our action. 

JS: That's a great place to leave it, Andrea. Thank 
you again for this wonderful conversation, for your 
honesty, for your insights, for your passion, for your 
sincerity. 

AB: It's always a pleasure speaking with you. 
Thanks so much, Jim, for having me on. I appreciate 
it.   

JS: That was my conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Here are three takeaways to think about in your 
business and life. 

First takeaway: Make sure your DE&I decisions are 
in line with your brand purpose. They should be 
authentic to your history,  authentic to your brand, 
and authentic to what your customers  care about. 

Second takeaway: DE&I starts with a diverse team. 
Ally's leadership is already diverse, and because of 
that, they understand the importance of DE&I. Also, 
as a team with a diverse background, they 
understand the best ways to implement DE&I 
across the organization and with their partners.

Third takeaway: Do what is right. Andrea and her 
team listen and react to the events happening in 
the world, and they find a way to do the right thing 
for their customers and their employees. It's always 
important to act, but what really matters is when 
you act and for the right reasons. 

"I THINK THAT'S WHAT WE MEAN 
BY INCLUSIVENESS, HAVING 
REAL CONVERSATIONS WITH 
ONE ANOTHER...WE ARE ONLY 
GOING TO GET BETTER IF WE 
LEARN FROM ONE ANOTHER."



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast DE&I Mini-Series is Andrea Brimmer, 
the Chief Marketing and PR Officer for 
Detroit-based Ally Financial. Ally Financial is a bank 
holding company that is one of the largest car 
finance companies in the US, and the 17th largest 
bank in the United States by assets. 

In this episode, Andrea talks about how Ally's DE&I 
efforts from a few years ago have already made 
their company stronger. She also discusses how 
Ally chooses their DE&I initiatives, and why it's 
important that these DE&I choices are authentic to 
the brand. Without any further ado, here's my 
enlightening conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Andrea, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. We 
spoke last September, you had a bunch of kids in 
your house, I think you were building a home, we 
were, of course, in the middle of COVID. So I have 
to start with, how is your life and work different 
now? 

ANDREA BRIMMER: Hi, Jim. First of all, thanks for 
having me back. I appreciate it.  Life is different 
because it feels like it's getting back to normal.  
First of all, the kids are all gone. That's a beautiful 
thing.  

JS: I know what you mean.

AB: With the exception of one, who we haven't 
been able to shake, but we're working on it. And 
we're starting to get back in the office and traveling 
again and doing normal things, so it feels good to 
be a human being again. 

JS: Flip a little bit into DE&I and Ally, and I want you 
to start with a  real fundamental question: Why is it 
important to the company, and of all the things that 
you could do in DE&I, where are you focused? 

AB: I would say first, in terms of why it's important 
to the company, we just fundamentally believe that 
diverse businesses are  better businesses, and that 
when you have more diversity  around the table, 
you get to better outcomes. And I think you  know 
Jim, I mean, we are a customer-obsessed company. 
I  know that sounds cliché, and that sounds like the 
right thing to  say at the right time, but that was the 
whole way Ally was  founded 12 years ago. You 

can't be customer-obsessed if you don't reflect the 
customer. And so from our perspective, in  order to 
reflect the customer, you have to have that diversity  
around the table.
 
I would say where we're really focused right now is 
on inclusion. We are in such a horribly divided 
country. The political landscape over the last year, 
social injustice, I think a lot of the racial awakening, 
the murder of George Floyd. There were so many 
things last year that were so important to, I think, 
the history of this country going forward. And the 
thing that kept emerging for us was this sense of 
inclusiveness, and how important it was for every 
viewpoint to be heard, and to understand each 
other's viewpoints, and to really be more 
empathetic about understanding other people's 
points of view. And those are some of the things 
that I think we're really focused on at Ally. 

JS: How are you doing that, Andrea? How does that 
play out into priorities, initiatives, commitments?    

AB: I think it starts first with empowering your 
employee base to have real and honest 
conversations, and to have space where  they can 
learn about groups that they either identify with or  
groups that they want to learn more about. One of 
the first things we did—and this was seven years 
ago—is we created our employee resource groups. 
We have eight different employee resource groups 
across the company. We have almost 50 percent of 
our employees that are part of an employee 
resource group. Personally, I chair the LGBTQ+ 
employee resource group, as you can imagine, and 
they have been wonderful, not only in terms of 
learning about each other, but they've been 
wonderful in that we can be very focused together 
on giving back to the community and doing things 
that are important to those employee resource 
groups. Another important initiative that we've 
been really focused on is a series that we call Let's 
Talk About It, and they've been awesome.

They're just candid conversations. There's no 
agenda. We pick a subject matter... So for instance, 
after the murder of George Floyd, we hosted a 
number of Let's Talk About It sessions. You  could 
just sign up for it, and it was simply one question, 
how are you feeling after the murder of George 

Floyd? We listened to different people's 
perspectives. Small intimate groups, usually 40 on 
each call. I joined about five different ones, and you 
could join as many as you want. And I cannot tell 
you how emotional they were, I can't tell you how 
eye-opening they were, and I can't tell you how 
empowering they were to understand the different 
journeys that our teammates were going on, and 
the roller-coaster ride of emotions that they were 
feeling. So I think that bonded us. There was a lot of 
open communication with some people I had never 
met before in the company, and we've formed so 
many close relationships coming out of those series 
of Let's Talk About It's that are based on common 
ground that has been just really impactful and really 
amazing. 

JS: Why did you choose to do that one? Where did 
that idea start? What was the catalyst? Who had it? 
What was its life like within Ally? 

AB: The catalyst really came from our Chief 
Diversity Officer, Reggie Willis. And Reggie knew 
that a lot of people were hurting across  the 
company, and that people needed a place to voice 
what was happening inside of them. It was hard, 
because we were all  home, we weren't together, 
and there was no outlet for our  anger, there was no 
outlet for our emotions, there was no outlet for our 
bewilderment, there was no place to ask  questions, 
there was no place to really see how our teammates  
were feeling. And so he came to a small group of us 
as the executive council and said, is everybody 
supportive of doing  these sessions, and we said, 
not only are we supportive, we all  want to 
participate. Within two days, we had our first 
session set up. And the intent was really to just do 
five sessions across the company, and there was so 
much demand for them, I think Reggie ended up 
doing about 40 of them and had to expand. 

JS: 40? Wow. 

AB: 40. Yeah. And like I said, I went to five different 
ones. I cried every single one. I identified with so 
much of what was being talked about, especially 
from the Black mothers on the calls who talked so 
much about the fear that they had every time their 
child walked out the door, about whether or not 
they'd ever see them again. I relate to that with a 

gay son so much, and it just helped me find 
strength in that moment, and it created connections 
for me, and I know it did the same for so many 
people. I think that's what we mean by 
inclusiveness, having real conversations with one 
another, making sure people know that Ally is a safe 
place, it's a safe zone, and we are only going to get 
better if we learn from one another. 

JS: Do you think this will continue as we now get 
back together and we're in the office more? Do you 
think you'll continue this? Will  you listen to your 
employees and maybe continue it if they want to? 

AB: I know we will, and we have. We've been 
having the same kind of conversations about 
transgender issues that are so prevalent right now. 
So the Let's Talk About It series has continued. I 
think it's now part of our culture. It's part of our 
learning about the  kinds of things we need to do 
as we evolve to become a more inclusive company. 
I think it's just part of our DNA now, and this is really 
important. I think this constant learning process, to 
me, is the thing that I've been the most struck by, 
especially as a CMO. 

I have learned so much in the last year and a half, 
things that never would've dawned on me, and my 
eyes are so much more  open to them now. I think 
the only reason that has occurred is because 
people feel more empowered than ever right now 
to have candid conversations with one another and 
to have conversations that I think, oftentimes, we 
felt were out of bounds and didn't realize that 
diverse friends that we have, diverse colleagues 
that we have, have been dying to have these 
conversations, and nobody knew how to set the 
stage to have them. So I do think that platforms like 
Let's Talk About It opened up those pathways for 
us. 

JS: You said you've learned so much in the last year 
and a half, how's it changed how you lead as CMO 
and chief PR officer? How do you spend your time 
differently now than you did 18 months ago? How 
do you approach your work in a new or different 
way because of what has happened over the last 18 
months and what you've experienced? 

AB: I think I'm so much more aware there are subtle 
things that you don't give a second thought to that 
have a bigger impact than you realize. I'll give you a 
good example. We had somebody in the 
organization, not in my organization, but at Ally that 
we had to release, and it happened to be a diverse 
female. And there was cause for it that was 
significant, and there was fear among the Black 
females on my team immediately that maybe this 
person was let go because they had a strong voice 
as a Black woman. And there were a lot of people 
that reached out to me, and I said, I can't get into 
the details of it, but I can assure you that that's not 
the case. That never would've dawned on me. What 
I felt good about is that they felt comfortable 
enough to come to me. 

I think the reason they felt comfortable enough to 
come to me and voice their concerns was because I 
had taken the time over the course of this last year 
and a half to be more open to conversations, to 
reach out, to actively seek to learn, to actively  seek 
to understand from a really good place, and I think 
that's  changed me as a leader forever. I think some 
of those insights  have just made me more in tune 
than I've ever been in the 30  plus years of my 
career, and that changes the work. It makes  you 
even braver. It makes you realize the importance of 
what  has to be done even more so and why. 

JS: One gift I have in life is, I spend about a day a 
week talking to  CMOs through this podcast, and I 
have heard over the last year,  more than ever, a 
higher level of self-awareness and a different  
conversation about their teams. I think the 
connection to the teams, the understanding of the 
teams, the building of the  teams, the time with the 
team, the coaching on the team, the  
communication amongst the team, is better than 
ever—at least  from my sample of two or so leaders 
a week for the last 50  weeks—and it sounds like 
you're reflecting that. 

AB: I am. I feel closer to my team, which is kind of 
amazing  considering we haven't been together, 
than I really have before.  The gift, if you look for the 
good that has come out of the last year and a half, 
the gift that we've been given is the gift of slowing 
down a little bit, not being on planes constantly, not 
running from meeting to meeting. While I think in 
some ways we've been busier than ever, I think 
we've also had the opportunity to connect more 
than ever before, just simple  things that I can do 
now that I've never done. I have had the  
opportunity to once a month try and do open Zoom 
calls with  10 or 15 people at all different levels 
across the team, and  there's no agenda. It's just, 
how's everybody doing, I miss you,  what's going 
on, tell me about your life. 

I think there's been more texting, just more fun 
things, whether it's sending each other funny 
videos on different apps, or being  more in tune 
with what's going on in people's personal lives.  
That's been the gift that's come out of a lot of this. I 
also think just slowing down to see how people are 
doing as people and taking really big substantive 
actions... I'm a big believer in big brand acts. I think 
we, as a company, have done both for our  
customers and our employees some amazing big 
brand acts,  and that's also helped us learn. When 
you see how that has  impacted people on every 
level, it makes you want to do more  of it. And we 
did a huge one last week that hits right in the sweet 
spot of DE&I. 

JS: Say more about that. 

AB: You probably have heard a lot of the 
controversy that's been raging around overdraft 
fees, particularly coming out of Washington, and 
how overdraft fees disproportionately affect people 
that can afford them the least, which is typically 
Black and brown communities. Many in the banking 

category garner billions—with a B—a year in terms of 
fee revenue from overdraft fees. We made a 
decision last week to eliminate all overdraft fees, no 
questions asked, and are the first big bank to 
eliminate those. We did it because it was the right 
thing to do, and that to me was an outgrowth of 
learning over the last year and a half.
 
Again, it would never have hit our radar if there 
hadn't been so much conversation about DE&I, and 
it did hit our radar, and it occurred to us when we 
actually stopped and listened to the consumer that 
it was the wrong thing to do. As a company that 
tries to stand on the right side of right, as much as 
we can, we knew that it had to be done. And the 
attention for it has been incredible, the sentiment 
for it has been incredible, but I think it's 
empowered us. We moved quickly. It wasn't 
something that anybody overthought. To me, that's 
an outgrowth of just being more self-aware as a 
company and as a group of leaders around doing 
the right thing.

JS: It's a beautiful example of DE&I going right into 
your business and your business model and your 
customer empathy, so it's a powerful example. It's a 
bit of your CBS moment, right? They took a major 
act. There were revenue and profitability issues. I'm 
sure there are the same with the decision you 
made, but it is the right thing to do, and you moved 
on it. 

AB: That's right. I've seen a lot of companies do 
those kinds of  things, and I think that's been one of 
the best outgrowths of  everything that's happened 
the last year and a half. It's created more 
conversation around DE&I. I think almost every 
company has had some kind of DE&I platform or 
initiatives. I feel like this past year has been 
substantive in terms of creating real change, and I 
think many companies have stepped up across so 
many categories and said, it's time for deeds, not 
words, and let's get after the real work that needs to 
be done, and I'm happy for that. 

JS: I talked to Frank Cooper at BlackRock about 
DE&I. He's part of  this series. He said about the 
same thing you just said. He is actually hopeful that 
this time is different. Could I get you to  talk a little 
bit more about why you think this time is different? 

AB: I think it's different because for the first time in 
a long time, there are a couple of different 
confluences of activity that are coming together. 
One is, I think consumers are demanding action 
more than ever before. You can't look at any piece 
of research that doesn't tell you... Whether it's an 
Edelman trust study, or whether it's your own voice 
of the customer, or whether it's social media 
sentiment, that the vast proportion of consumers 
are demanding businesses to be the fourth branch 
of government, to take on societal issues, and to act 
on those societal issues. There is no pass anymore. 
Not doing something or not saying something 
around important issues around DE&I are as 
impactful as doing something, but on the negative 
side. 

So you've got that confluence of momentum and 
inertia. Then on the other hand, I truly believe that 
employee bases have activated action within 
companies, and that CEOs and C-suite executives 
are more attuned than ever before to the voice of 
the employee base and the importance of their 
company standing for the right side on many of 
these issues. Those are two big confluences that are 
too massive to ignore, and I think companies realize 
that it's not okay to sit on the sidelines anymore, it 
just isn't. You have to pick and choose. It's hard to 
figure out what to wade into and what not to, but to 
not do anything is not okay. 

JS: You talked a moment ago about Let's Talk 
About It, and I know  you're doing lots of innovation 
in this space. I know one thing you're doing is with 
universities and education, I think it's the Moguls in 
the Making. Could you speak about that or another 
initiative that you're particularly proud of because 
of what we've all been through over the last 18 
months? 

AB: Moguls is a particular pride point for me. We 
created it three years ago, and it was done in 
accordance with the Thurgood Marshall College 
Fund. The idea was that there's all this money that's 
going into venture capitalism, and only 1 percent of 
it goes into Black-owned businesses, and that's not 
right. We needed to do something to help create 
the next generation of Black moguls. So we do a 
call to the historically black colleges, universities 
every year, we have thousands of students that 
enter to be chosen as part of our Moguls in the 
Making program, we select the top 50 submissions 
after they go through a panel of internal judges, 
and we bring those students in and we mentor 
them throughout the weekend. They're given a 
problem that exists in society, and they have to use 
a technological solution to solve that problem. 

We have about 150 Ally employees that give their 
entire weekend to mentor these kids and to get 
them ready for a pitch  competition, and then on 
Sunday night, they do a pitch competition to a 
panel of judges, and we select the winning  team. 
We usually have offered internships to all the kids 
that  participate. For the winning teams, we pay off 
a portion of their  student loans, they get 
computers as part of the prize package, and other 
things. But it is an amazing program, and it has  
created this pipeline of diverse talent that's coming 
into Ally that have now gone on to do incredible 
things within the  company that have been very 
impactful. It's been a pride point for us. It's been a 
program that I think has gotten bigger and better 
every single year, and something that I think has 
just  been a wonderful gift for us to see. 

JS: So it's three years old. Have you seen the ideas 
evolve a little bit in these three years? Are there any 
themes that you would highlight? 

AB: The level of quality thinking coming out of the 
students has  been elevated. It is absolutely 
incredible. A lot of the thematics that we're seeing, 
especially coming out of the students, is really 
germane to our area, which is: How do we utilize 
technology to create financial literacy and 
economic mobility in Black and brown 
communities? They've come up with some really 
innovative ideas around gamification, around 
utilization of cultural aspects like music and other 

things to make learning about financial literacy 
more engaging, and some really powerful thinking. 
It's been rewarding to see the students lean into 
something that has so much applicability to the 
business that we're in by trying to intersect financial 
literacy with so many of the systemic issues facing 
many of the underrepresented communities. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a little bit into 
leadership. You're a senior leader at Ally, you've 
been there a long time, you've done a major brand 
restage years ago, and you've done a lot of 
fabulous work. Could you talk to me a little bit 
about your leadership team and DE&I—how are 
they working together differently than they might 
have done five years ago? What are you all 
challenged with? If I sat in your leadership team 
meeting, what would I hear as the theme in terms of 
challenges? Could you give us a little bit of a 
window into your lead team and the dynamics 
there? 

AB: Absolutely. First of all, we have a fairly diverse 
leadership team. The guys on the team would say I 
have a disproportionate number of women leading 
the marketing organization. In fact, 70 percent of 
my team is female across the  board, which is pretty 
incredible. We have created a multicultural 
marketing team in the last year and a half. I brought 
in a new leader, a woman by the name of Erica 
Hughes, to lead that multicultural marketing team. 
We have put, as a leadership team, greater demand 
on our agency partners to ensure that we have a 
higher percentage of diversity around the table at 
the agencies, so that we're getting better and more 
inclusive thinking. We have made it a priority as 
we're looking at work, as we're reviewing media 
plans, as we're thinking about the way that we're 
going to market, that we're asking ourselves hard 
questions around what percentage of our spend is 
in Black-owned media, what percentage of our 
spend is going towards a Latinx audience, how are 
we thinking differently about LGBTQ issues, and 
how will we shine a light on things that are 
conversations that need to be had? 

We've created a powerful new series called Daring 
to Disrupt as an example that probably wouldn't 
have occurred prior to now. It looks at women and 
industries they have disrupted from their unique 

point of view, and the challenges that they've faced. 
I think what you would see in our leadership team is 
a laser focus on changing the conversation, a laser 
focus on ensuring that the culture we're trying to 
create within Ally is reflected out into the world, and 
that we are building more diverse teams. We've 
challenged each one of the leaders to ensure that 
every candidate slate includes diverse candidates, 
and not to accept candidate slates that aren't 
diverse. 

We've also created, I think, much stronger 
mentorship programs for our diverse teammates to 
really help ensure  success, to think a little bit 
differently, that not everybody has to check every 
box. They might not have to have a marketing 
background, they may not have to have certain 
backgrounds  that we would've been more 
stringent on in the past, that the  only way we're 
going to really build a true pipeline of the next  
generation of diverse leaders is if we're better 
about bringing in more of a variety of people, and 
then we're mentoring them to success. I think those 
are all big things that have changed in the last year 
and a half. 

JS: That's a rich list of initiatives. How do you 
choose? Do you go to your team? Do you treat it 
almost like a portfolio with your products, which 
ones do we think have the highest leverage, 
highest impact, we'll do those first? How do you do 
that? 

AB: Jim, one of the things I've done to hold myself 
accountable is, I've written it right into my 
performance objectives. I've made a commitment 
about the number of diverse teammates I would 
like to have on my team by the end of the year, and 
I have kind of pushed that down, so to speak. I think 
it starts with that. That's been our prioritization, is to 
make sure that we're  bringing diverse perspectives 
in, and the only way to bring  diverse perspectives 
in is to hire more diverse talent. So that's certainly 
been our prioritization in terms of number one. And  
then when you make that kind of commitment, you 
have to ensure success. 

So the mentoring, the being more open-minded 
about the kind of experiences and outgrowth of 
that, I think that's been priority one this year. Then 

priority two has certainly been...  Look, we're not 
perfect. Nobody could say they're perfect in terms 
of the way that they're thinking about diverse 
media, the way that they're thinking about 
supporting more Black and brown and LGBTQ 
media companies and properties, but you have to 
start somewhere, and you just have to start doing 
things, and that's what we're trying to do. You don't 
have to have everything figured out. Let's just start 
doing stuff and see where it goes. 

JS: Who do you go to for inspiration in this space, 
Andrea, your son, perhaps? And talk a bit more 
maybe about that and anyone else who's inspired 
you.
 
AB: Yeah, absolutely. I bounce so many things off of 
Drew, and he's been a huge inspiration for me. One 
of my best friends in the world is one of the most 
incredible women that I've ever met. Her name is 
Thasunda Duckett. She's the new CEO of 
TIAA-CREF. She's only the second Black female 
CEO in America right now. She has been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me, she's been 
an incredible source of love, learning, and she's 
somebody that I have really wonderfully candid 
conversations with. Another has been somebody 
who's been a friend of mine for, I guess, probably 
20 years... I'm aging myself here. Steve Stoute, 
who's the CEO of Translation. Steve and I have 
known each other forever. We did some incredible 
work together back in our old Chevy days. And 
Steve's been somebody that I think has changed 
the model on so many industries, and he's always 
an incredible source of the truth, and he's been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me over the last 
15 months or so. 

JS: Last question, what's your advice to other 
CMOs—pragmatic advice as they seek to make 
progress within their organization,  with their 
brands, with their company, with society on DE&I? 

AB: I tell everybody the same thing: Think like a 

human. If you don't have the right information to 
inform your decision, seek it out, go talk to people 
that can bring you diverse perspectives so that you 
can make right decisions. I hinted at this a little bit 
earlier. Not every subject is the right subject for a 
brand or a company to wade in on, and you have to 
make those decisions, but if everybody just does 
something, we're going to have a very different 
world even a year from now. Empower yourself with 
information, be open-minded, learn, and I think 
now more than ever before, it's critical that a CMO 
has a really loud voice and has an important seat at 
the table, and it's really pushing on some of the 
hard issues. 

JS: That's not the last question. I have one 
follow-up because of  your answer. You talked 
about having a loud voice and picking something 
to be involved in, or a few things to be involved in.  
I'm getting that question over and over again: 
Where should I have a voice, when should I speak 
up, when should I not speak  up, where should our 
company try to make significant change? You're in 
banking, you're in financial services, I'm sure that's 
one  framework for your decisions, but how do you 
decide where  you play? 

AB: We make the decision based on things that are 
authentic to our purpose and authentic to our 
culture. I think the overdraft fees is a great example. 
It’s authentic to what we do—we're a bank—and 
authentic to our culture, that's a culture of customer 
obsession. That’s a perfect example of a place 
where we  needed to wade in on something. You 
can't be outspoken on  one issue and decide to 
take a pass on others. If you stand for  inclusiveness, 
you have to be brave enough around doing things  
that celebrate inclusivity and can't shy away from 
them. 

The whole transgender issue, I think is a great right 
issue, and you don't necessarily need to weigh into 
it by making some kind  of a PR statement. But you 
can wade into it by featuring transgender athletes 
in your marketing work or content stories  and 
telling their story. Everybody automatically kind of 
goes to, I  need to make a public statement, I need 
my CEO to go say  something, we need to do a 
press release. It doesn't always have to be that 
solution. Sometimes you can do it through actions 

that are brand acts that are way more impactful. I 
think that's how we try and decide: authentic to our 
culture, authentic to our purpose, and things that 
can make a real impact through our action. 

JS: That's a great place to leave it, Andrea. Thank 
you again for this wonderful conversation, for your 
honesty, for your insights, for your passion, for your 
sincerity. 

AB: It's always a pleasure speaking with you. 
Thanks so much, Jim, for having me on. I appreciate 
it.   

JS: That was my conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Here are three takeaways to think about in your 
business and life. 

First takeaway: Make sure your DE&I decisions are 
in line with your brand purpose. They should be 
authentic to your history,  authentic to your brand, 
and authentic to what your customers  care about. 

Second takeaway: DE&I starts with a diverse team. 
Ally's leadership is already diverse, and because of 
that, they understand the importance of DE&I. Also, 
as a team with a diverse background, they 
understand the best ways to implement DE&I 
across the organization and with their partners.

Third takeaway: Do what is right. Andrea and her 
team listen and react to the events happening in 
the world, and they find a way to do the right thing 
for their customers and their employees. It's always 
important to act, but what really matters is when 
you act and for the right reasons. 
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"WHILE I THINK IN SOME WAYS 
WE'VE BEEN BUSIER THAN EVER, I 
THINK WE'VE ALSO HAD THE 
OPPORTUNITY TO CONNECT MORE 
THAN EVER BEFORE."



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast DE&I Mini-Series is Andrea Brimmer, 
the Chief Marketing and PR Officer for 
Detroit-based Ally Financial. Ally Financial is a bank 
holding company that is one of the largest car 
finance companies in the US, and the 17th largest 
bank in the United States by assets. 

In this episode, Andrea talks about how Ally's DE&I 
efforts from a few years ago have already made 
their company stronger. She also discusses how 
Ally chooses their DE&I initiatives, and why it's 
important that these DE&I choices are authentic to 
the brand. Without any further ado, here's my 
enlightening conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Andrea, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. We 
spoke last September, you had a bunch of kids in 
your house, I think you were building a home, we 
were, of course, in the middle of COVID. So I have 
to start with, how is your life and work different 
now? 

ANDREA BRIMMER: Hi, Jim. First of all, thanks for 
having me back. I appreciate it.  Life is different 
because it feels like it's getting back to normal.  
First of all, the kids are all gone. That's a beautiful 
thing.  

JS: I know what you mean.

AB: With the exception of one, who we haven't 
been able to shake, but we're working on it. And 
we're starting to get back in the office and traveling 
again and doing normal things, so it feels good to 
be a human being again. 

JS: Flip a little bit into DE&I and Ally, and I want you 
to start with a  real fundamental question: Why is it 
important to the company, and of all the things that 
you could do in DE&I, where are you focused? 

AB: I would say first, in terms of why it's important 
to the company, we just fundamentally believe that 
diverse businesses are  better businesses, and that 
when you have more diversity  around the table, 
you get to better outcomes. And I think you  know 
Jim, I mean, we are a customer-obsessed company. 
I  know that sounds cliché, and that sounds like the 
right thing to  say at the right time, but that was the 
whole way Ally was  founded 12 years ago. You 

can't be customer-obsessed if you don't reflect the 
customer. And so from our perspective, in  order to 
reflect the customer, you have to have that diversity  
around the table.
 
I would say where we're really focused right now is 
on inclusion. We are in such a horribly divided 
country. The political landscape over the last year, 
social injustice, I think a lot of the racial awakening, 
the murder of George Floyd. There were so many 
things last year that were so important to, I think, 
the history of this country going forward. And the 
thing that kept emerging for us was this sense of 
inclusiveness, and how important it was for every 
viewpoint to be heard, and to understand each 
other's viewpoints, and to really be more 
empathetic about understanding other people's 
points of view. And those are some of the things 
that I think we're really focused on at Ally. 

JS: How are you doing that, Andrea? How does that 
play out into priorities, initiatives, commitments?    

AB: I think it starts first with empowering your 
employee base to have real and honest 
conversations, and to have space where  they can 
learn about groups that they either identify with or  
groups that they want to learn more about. One of 
the first things we did—and this was seven years 
ago—is we created our employee resource groups. 
We have eight different employee resource groups 
across the company. We have almost 50 percent of 
our employees that are part of an employee 
resource group. Personally, I chair the LGBTQ+ 
employee resource group, as you can imagine, and 
they have been wonderful, not only in terms of 
learning about each other, but they've been 
wonderful in that we can be very focused together 
on giving back to the community and doing things 
that are important to those employee resource 
groups. Another important initiative that we've 
been really focused on is a series that we call Let's 
Talk About It, and they've been awesome.

They're just candid conversations. There's no 
agenda. We pick a subject matter... So for instance, 
after the murder of George Floyd, we hosted a 
number of Let's Talk About It sessions. You  could 
just sign up for it, and it was simply one question, 
how are you feeling after the murder of George 

Floyd? We listened to different people's 
perspectives. Small intimate groups, usually 40 on 
each call. I joined about five different ones, and you 
could join as many as you want. And I cannot tell 
you how emotional they were, I can't tell you how 
eye-opening they were, and I can't tell you how 
empowering they were to understand the different 
journeys that our teammates were going on, and 
the roller-coaster ride of emotions that they were 
feeling. So I think that bonded us. There was a lot of 
open communication with some people I had never 
met before in the company, and we've formed so 
many close relationships coming out of those series 
of Let's Talk About It's that are based on common 
ground that has been just really impactful and really 
amazing. 

JS: Why did you choose to do that one? Where did 
that idea start? What was the catalyst? Who had it? 
What was its life like within Ally? 

AB: The catalyst really came from our Chief 
Diversity Officer, Reggie Willis. And Reggie knew 
that a lot of people were hurting across  the 
company, and that people needed a place to voice 
what was happening inside of them. It was hard, 
because we were all  home, we weren't together, 
and there was no outlet for our  anger, there was no 
outlet for our emotions, there was no outlet for our 
bewilderment, there was no place to ask  questions, 
there was no place to really see how our teammates  
were feeling. And so he came to a small group of us 
as the executive council and said, is everybody 
supportive of doing  these sessions, and we said, 
not only are we supportive, we all  want to 
participate. Within two days, we had our first 
session set up. And the intent was really to just do 
five sessions across the company, and there was so 
much demand for them, I think Reggie ended up 
doing about 40 of them and had to expand. 

JS: 40? Wow. 

AB: 40. Yeah. And like I said, I went to five different 
ones. I cried every single one. I identified with so 
much of what was being talked about, especially 
from the Black mothers on the calls who talked so 
much about the fear that they had every time their 
child walked out the door, about whether or not 
they'd ever see them again. I relate to that with a 

gay son so much, and it just helped me find 
strength in that moment, and it created connections 
for me, and I know it did the same for so many 
people. I think that's what we mean by 
inclusiveness, having real conversations with one 
another, making sure people know that Ally is a safe 
place, it's a safe zone, and we are only going to get 
better if we learn from one another. 

JS: Do you think this will continue as we now get 
back together and we're in the office more? Do you 
think you'll continue this? Will  you listen to your 
employees and maybe continue it if they want to? 

AB: I know we will, and we have. We've been 
having the same kind of conversations about 
transgender issues that are so prevalent right now. 
So the Let's Talk About It series has continued. I 
think it's now part of our culture. It's part of our 
learning about the  kinds of things we need to do 
as we evolve to become a more inclusive company. 
I think it's just part of our DNA now, and this is really 
important. I think this constant learning process, to 
me, is the thing that I've been the most struck by, 
especially as a CMO. 

I have learned so much in the last year and a half, 
things that never would've dawned on me, and my 
eyes are so much more  open to them now. I think 
the only reason that has occurred is because 
people feel more empowered than ever right now 
to have candid conversations with one another and 
to have conversations that I think, oftentimes, we 
felt were out of bounds and didn't realize that 
diverse friends that we have, diverse colleagues 
that we have, have been dying to have these 
conversations, and nobody knew how to set the 
stage to have them. So I do think that platforms like 
Let's Talk About It opened up those pathways for 
us. 

JS: You said you've learned so much in the last year 
and a half, how's it changed how you lead as CMO 
and chief PR officer? How do you spend your time 
differently now than you did 18 months ago? How 
do you approach your work in a new or different 
way because of what has happened over the last 18 
months and what you've experienced? 

AB: I think I'm so much more aware there are subtle 
things that you don't give a second thought to that 
have a bigger impact than you realize. I'll give you a 
good example. We had somebody in the 
organization, not in my organization, but at Ally that 
we had to release, and it happened to be a diverse 
female. And there was cause for it that was 
significant, and there was fear among the Black 
females on my team immediately that maybe this 
person was let go because they had a strong voice 
as a Black woman. And there were a lot of people 
that reached out to me, and I said, I can't get into 
the details of it, but I can assure you that that's not 
the case. That never would've dawned on me. What 
I felt good about is that they felt comfortable 
enough to come to me. 

I think the reason they felt comfortable enough to 
come to me and voice their concerns was because I 
had taken the time over the course of this last year 
and a half to be more open to conversations, to 
reach out, to actively seek to learn, to actively  seek 
to understand from a really good place, and I think 
that's  changed me as a leader forever. I think some 
of those insights  have just made me more in tune 
than I've ever been in the 30  plus years of my 
career, and that changes the work. It makes  you 
even braver. It makes you realize the importance of 
what  has to be done even more so and why. 

JS: One gift I have in life is, I spend about a day a 
week talking to  CMOs through this podcast, and I 
have heard over the last year,  more than ever, a 
higher level of self-awareness and a different  
conversation about their teams. I think the 
connection to the teams, the understanding of the 
teams, the building of the  teams, the time with the 
team, the coaching on the team, the  
communication amongst the team, is better than 
ever—at least  from my sample of two or so leaders 
a week for the last 50  weeks—and it sounds like 
you're reflecting that. 

AB: I am. I feel closer to my team, which is kind of 
amazing  considering we haven't been together, 
than I really have before.  The gift, if you look for the 
good that has come out of the last year and a half, 
the gift that we've been given is the gift of slowing 
down a little bit, not being on planes constantly, not 
running from meeting to meeting. While I think in 
some ways we've been busier than ever, I think 
we've also had the opportunity to connect more 
than ever before, just simple  things that I can do 
now that I've never done. I have had the  
opportunity to once a month try and do open Zoom 
calls with  10 or 15 people at all different levels 
across the team, and  there's no agenda. It's just, 
how's everybody doing, I miss you,  what's going 
on, tell me about your life. 

I think there's been more texting, just more fun 
things, whether it's sending each other funny 
videos on different apps, or being  more in tune 
with what's going on in people's personal lives.  
That's been the gift that's come out of a lot of this. I 
also think just slowing down to see how people are 
doing as people and taking really big substantive 
actions... I'm a big believer in big brand acts. I think 
we, as a company, have done both for our  
customers and our employees some amazing big 
brand acts,  and that's also helped us learn. When 
you see how that has  impacted people on every 
level, it makes you want to do more  of it. And we 
did a huge one last week that hits right in the sweet 
spot of DE&I. 

JS: Say more about that. 

AB: You probably have heard a lot of the 
controversy that's been raging around overdraft 
fees, particularly coming out of Washington, and 
how overdraft fees disproportionately affect people 
that can afford them the least, which is typically 
Black and brown communities. Many in the banking 

category garner billions—with a B—a year in terms of 
fee revenue from overdraft fees. We made a 
decision last week to eliminate all overdraft fees, no 
questions asked, and are the first big bank to 
eliminate those. We did it because it was the right 
thing to do, and that to me was an outgrowth of 
learning over the last year and a half.
 
Again, it would never have hit our radar if there 
hadn't been so much conversation about DE&I, and 
it did hit our radar, and it occurred to us when we 
actually stopped and listened to the consumer that 
it was the wrong thing to do. As a company that 
tries to stand on the right side of right, as much as 
we can, we knew that it had to be done. And the 
attention for it has been incredible, the sentiment 
for it has been incredible, but I think it's 
empowered us. We moved quickly. It wasn't 
something that anybody overthought. To me, that's 
an outgrowth of just being more self-aware as a 
company and as a group of leaders around doing 
the right thing.

JS: It's a beautiful example of DE&I going right into 
your business and your business model and your 
customer empathy, so it's a powerful example. It's a 
bit of your CBS moment, right? They took a major 
act. There were revenue and profitability issues. I'm 
sure there are the same with the decision you 
made, but it is the right thing to do, and you moved 
on it. 

AB: That's right. I've seen a lot of companies do 
those kinds of  things, and I think that's been one of 
the best outgrowths of  everything that's happened 
the last year and a half. It's created more 
conversation around DE&I. I think almost every 
company has had some kind of DE&I platform or 
initiatives. I feel like this past year has been 
substantive in terms of creating real change, and I 
think many companies have stepped up across so 
many categories and said, it's time for deeds, not 
words, and let's get after the real work that needs to 
be done, and I'm happy for that. 

JS: I talked to Frank Cooper at BlackRock about 
DE&I. He's part of  this series. He said about the 
same thing you just said. He is actually hopeful that 
this time is different. Could I get you to  talk a little 
bit more about why you think this time is different? 

AB: I think it's different because for the first time in 
a long time, there are a couple of different 
confluences of activity that are coming together. 
One is, I think consumers are demanding action 
more than ever before. You can't look at any piece 
of research that doesn't tell you... Whether it's an 
Edelman trust study, or whether it's your own voice 
of the customer, or whether it's social media 
sentiment, that the vast proportion of consumers 
are demanding businesses to be the fourth branch 
of government, to take on societal issues, and to act 
on those societal issues. There is no pass anymore. 
Not doing something or not saying something 
around important issues around DE&I are as 
impactful as doing something, but on the negative 
side. 

So you've got that confluence of momentum and 
inertia. Then on the other hand, I truly believe that 
employee bases have activated action within 
companies, and that CEOs and C-suite executives 
are more attuned than ever before to the voice of 
the employee base and the importance of their 
company standing for the right side on many of 
these issues. Those are two big confluences that are 
too massive to ignore, and I think companies realize 
that it's not okay to sit on the sidelines anymore, it 
just isn't. You have to pick and choose. It's hard to 
figure out what to wade into and what not to, but to 
not do anything is not okay. 

JS: You talked a moment ago about Let's Talk 
About It, and I know  you're doing lots of innovation 
in this space. I know one thing you're doing is with 
universities and education, I think it's the Moguls in 
the Making. Could you speak about that or another 
initiative that you're particularly proud of because 
of what we've all been through over the last 18 
months? 

AB: Moguls is a particular pride point for me. We 
created it three years ago, and it was done in 
accordance with the Thurgood Marshall College 
Fund. The idea was that there's all this money that's 
going into venture capitalism, and only 1 percent of 
it goes into Black-owned businesses, and that's not 
right. We needed to do something to help create 
the next generation of Black moguls. So we do a 
call to the historically black colleges, universities 
every year, we have thousands of students that 
enter to be chosen as part of our Moguls in the 
Making program, we select the top 50 submissions 
after they go through a panel of internal judges, 
and we bring those students in and we mentor 
them throughout the weekend. They're given a 
problem that exists in society, and they have to use 
a technological solution to solve that problem. 

We have about 150 Ally employees that give their 
entire weekend to mentor these kids and to get 
them ready for a pitch  competition, and then on 
Sunday night, they do a pitch competition to a 
panel of judges, and we select the winning  team. 
We usually have offered internships to all the kids 
that  participate. For the winning teams, we pay off 
a portion of their  student loans, they get 
computers as part of the prize package, and other 
things. But it is an amazing program, and it has  
created this pipeline of diverse talent that's coming 
into Ally that have now gone on to do incredible 
things within the  company that have been very 
impactful. It's been a pride point for us. It's been a 
program that I think has gotten bigger and better 
every single year, and something that I think has 
just  been a wonderful gift for us to see. 

JS: So it's three years old. Have you seen the ideas 
evolve a little bit in these three years? Are there any 
themes that you would highlight? 

AB: The level of quality thinking coming out of the 
students has  been elevated. It is absolutely 
incredible. A lot of the thematics that we're seeing, 
especially coming out of the students, is really 
germane to our area, which is: How do we utilize 
technology to create financial literacy and 
economic mobility in Black and brown 
communities? They've come up with some really 
innovative ideas around gamification, around 
utilization of cultural aspects like music and other 

things to make learning about financial literacy 
more engaging, and some really powerful thinking. 
It's been rewarding to see the students lean into 
something that has so much applicability to the 
business that we're in by trying to intersect financial 
literacy with so many of the systemic issues facing 
many of the underrepresented communities. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a little bit into 
leadership. You're a senior leader at Ally, you've 
been there a long time, you've done a major brand 
restage years ago, and you've done a lot of 
fabulous work. Could you talk to me a little bit 
about your leadership team and DE&I—how are 
they working together differently than they might 
have done five years ago? What are you all 
challenged with? If I sat in your leadership team 
meeting, what would I hear as the theme in terms of 
challenges? Could you give us a little bit of a 
window into your lead team and the dynamics 
there? 

AB: Absolutely. First of all, we have a fairly diverse 
leadership team. The guys on the team would say I 
have a disproportionate number of women leading 
the marketing organization. In fact, 70 percent of 
my team is female across the  board, which is pretty 
incredible. We have created a multicultural 
marketing team in the last year and a half. I brought 
in a new leader, a woman by the name of Erica 
Hughes, to lead that multicultural marketing team. 
We have put, as a leadership team, greater demand 
on our agency partners to ensure that we have a 
higher percentage of diversity around the table at 
the agencies, so that we're getting better and more 
inclusive thinking. We have made it a priority as 
we're looking at work, as we're reviewing media 
plans, as we're thinking about the way that we're 
going to market, that we're asking ourselves hard 
questions around what percentage of our spend is 
in Black-owned media, what percentage of our 
spend is going towards a Latinx audience, how are 
we thinking differently about LGBTQ issues, and 
how will we shine a light on things that are 
conversations that need to be had? 

We've created a powerful new series called Daring 
to Disrupt as an example that probably wouldn't 
have occurred prior to now. It looks at women and 
industries they have disrupted from their unique 

point of view, and the challenges that they've faced. 
I think what you would see in our leadership team is 
a laser focus on changing the conversation, a laser 
focus on ensuring that the culture we're trying to 
create within Ally is reflected out into the world, and 
that we are building more diverse teams. We've 
challenged each one of the leaders to ensure that 
every candidate slate includes diverse candidates, 
and not to accept candidate slates that aren't 
diverse. 

We've also created, I think, much stronger 
mentorship programs for our diverse teammates to 
really help ensure  success, to think a little bit 
differently, that not everybody has to check every 
box. They might not have to have a marketing 
background, they may not have to have certain 
backgrounds  that we would've been more 
stringent on in the past, that the  only way we're 
going to really build a true pipeline of the next  
generation of diverse leaders is if we're better 
about bringing in more of a variety of people, and 
then we're mentoring them to success. I think those 
are all big things that have changed in the last year 
and a half. 

JS: That's a rich list of initiatives. How do you 
choose? Do you go to your team? Do you treat it 
almost like a portfolio with your products, which 
ones do we think have the highest leverage, 
highest impact, we'll do those first? How do you do 
that? 

AB: Jim, one of the things I've done to hold myself 
accountable is, I've written it right into my 
performance objectives. I've made a commitment 
about the number of diverse teammates I would 
like to have on my team by the end of the year, and 
I have kind of pushed that down, so to speak. I think 
it starts with that. That's been our prioritization, is to 
make sure that we're  bringing diverse perspectives 
in, and the only way to bring  diverse perspectives 
in is to hire more diverse talent. So that's certainly 
been our prioritization in terms of number one. And  
then when you make that kind of commitment, you 
have to ensure success. 

So the mentoring, the being more open-minded 
about the kind of experiences and outgrowth of 
that, I think that's been priority one this year. Then 

priority two has certainly been...  Look, we're not 
perfect. Nobody could say they're perfect in terms 
of the way that they're thinking about diverse 
media, the way that they're thinking about 
supporting more Black and brown and LGBTQ 
media companies and properties, but you have to 
start somewhere, and you just have to start doing 
things, and that's what we're trying to do. You don't 
have to have everything figured out. Let's just start 
doing stuff and see where it goes. 

JS: Who do you go to for inspiration in this space, 
Andrea, your son, perhaps? And talk a bit more 
maybe about that and anyone else who's inspired 
you.
 
AB: Yeah, absolutely. I bounce so many things off of 
Drew, and he's been a huge inspiration for me. One 
of my best friends in the world is one of the most 
incredible women that I've ever met. Her name is 
Thasunda Duckett. She's the new CEO of 
TIAA-CREF. She's only the second Black female 
CEO in America right now. She has been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me, she's been 
an incredible source of love, learning, and she's 
somebody that I have really wonderfully candid 
conversations with. Another has been somebody 
who's been a friend of mine for, I guess, probably 
20 years... I'm aging myself here. Steve Stoute, 
who's the CEO of Translation. Steve and I have 
known each other forever. We did some incredible 
work together back in our old Chevy days. And 
Steve's been somebody that I think has changed 
the model on so many industries, and he's always 
an incredible source of the truth, and he's been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me over the last 
15 months or so. 

JS: Last question, what's your advice to other 
CMOs—pragmatic advice as they seek to make 
progress within their organization,  with their 
brands, with their company, with society on DE&I? 

AB: I tell everybody the same thing: Think like a 

human. If you don't have the right information to 
inform your decision, seek it out, go talk to people 
that can bring you diverse perspectives so that you 
can make right decisions. I hinted at this a little bit 
earlier. Not every subject is the right subject for a 
brand or a company to wade in on, and you have to 
make those decisions, but if everybody just does 
something, we're going to have a very different 
world even a year from now. Empower yourself with 
information, be open-minded, learn, and I think 
now more than ever before, it's critical that a CMO 
has a really loud voice and has an important seat at 
the table, and it's really pushing on some of the 
hard issues. 

JS: That's not the last question. I have one 
follow-up because of  your answer. You talked 
about having a loud voice and picking something 
to be involved in, or a few things to be involved in.  
I'm getting that question over and over again: 
Where should I have a voice, when should I speak 
up, when should I not speak  up, where should our 
company try to make significant change? You're in 
banking, you're in financial services, I'm sure that's 
one  framework for your decisions, but how do you 
decide where  you play? 

AB: We make the decision based on things that are 
authentic to our purpose and authentic to our 
culture. I think the overdraft fees is a great example. 
It’s authentic to what we do—we're a bank—and 
authentic to our culture, that's a culture of customer 
obsession. That’s a perfect example of a place 
where we  needed to wade in on something. You 
can't be outspoken on  one issue and decide to 
take a pass on others. If you stand for  inclusiveness, 
you have to be brave enough around doing things  
that celebrate inclusivity and can't shy away from 
them. 

The whole transgender issue, I think is a great right 
issue, and you don't necessarily need to weigh into 
it by making some kind  of a PR statement. But you 
can wade into it by featuring transgender athletes 
in your marketing work or content stories  and 
telling their story. Everybody automatically kind of 
goes to, I  need to make a public statement, I need 
my CEO to go say  something, we need to do a 
press release. It doesn't always have to be that 
solution. Sometimes you can do it through actions 

that are brand acts that are way more impactful. I 
think that's how we try and decide: authentic to our 
culture, authentic to our purpose, and things that 
can make a real impact through our action. 

JS: That's a great place to leave it, Andrea. Thank 
you again for this wonderful conversation, for your 
honesty, for your insights, for your passion, for your 
sincerity. 

AB: It's always a pleasure speaking with you. 
Thanks so much, Jim, for having me on. I appreciate 
it.   

JS: That was my conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Here are three takeaways to think about in your 
business and life. 

First takeaway: Make sure your DE&I decisions are 
in line with your brand purpose. They should be 
authentic to your history,  authentic to your brand, 
and authentic to what your customers  care about. 

Second takeaway: DE&I starts with a diverse team. 
Ally's leadership is already diverse, and because of 
that, they understand the importance of DE&I. Also, 
as a team with a diverse background, they 
understand the best ways to implement DE&I 
across the organization and with their partners.

Third takeaway: Do what is right. Andrea and her 
team listen and react to the events happening in 
the world, and they find a way to do the right thing 
for their customers and their employees. It's always 
important to act, but what really matters is when 
you act and for the right reasons. 
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"THERE IS NO PASS ANYMORE. NOT 
DOING SOMETHING OR NOT SAYING 
SOMETHING AROUND IMPORTANT 
ISSUES AROUND DE&I ARE AS 
IMPACTFUL AS DOING SOMETHING, 
BUT ON THE NEGATIVE SIDE."



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast DE&I Mini-Series is Andrea Brimmer, 
the Chief Marketing and PR Officer for 
Detroit-based Ally Financial. Ally Financial is a bank 
holding company that is one of the largest car 
finance companies in the US, and the 17th largest 
bank in the United States by assets. 

In this episode, Andrea talks about how Ally's DE&I 
efforts from a few years ago have already made 
their company stronger. She also discusses how 
Ally chooses their DE&I initiatives, and why it's 
important that these DE&I choices are authentic to 
the brand. Without any further ado, here's my 
enlightening conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Andrea, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. We 
spoke last September, you had a bunch of kids in 
your house, I think you were building a home, we 
were, of course, in the middle of COVID. So I have 
to start with, how is your life and work different 
now? 

ANDREA BRIMMER: Hi, Jim. First of all, thanks for 
having me back. I appreciate it.  Life is different 
because it feels like it's getting back to normal.  
First of all, the kids are all gone. That's a beautiful 
thing.  

JS: I know what you mean.

AB: With the exception of one, who we haven't 
been able to shake, but we're working on it. And 
we're starting to get back in the office and traveling 
again and doing normal things, so it feels good to 
be a human being again. 

JS: Flip a little bit into DE&I and Ally, and I want you 
to start with a  real fundamental question: Why is it 
important to the company, and of all the things that 
you could do in DE&I, where are you focused? 

AB: I would say first, in terms of why it's important 
to the company, we just fundamentally believe that 
diverse businesses are  better businesses, and that 
when you have more diversity  around the table, 
you get to better outcomes. And I think you  know 
Jim, I mean, we are a customer-obsessed company. 
I  know that sounds cliché, and that sounds like the 
right thing to  say at the right time, but that was the 
whole way Ally was  founded 12 years ago. You 

can't be customer-obsessed if you don't reflect the 
customer. And so from our perspective, in  order to 
reflect the customer, you have to have that diversity  
around the table.
 
I would say where we're really focused right now is 
on inclusion. We are in such a horribly divided 
country. The political landscape over the last year, 
social injustice, I think a lot of the racial awakening, 
the murder of George Floyd. There were so many 
things last year that were so important to, I think, 
the history of this country going forward. And the 
thing that kept emerging for us was this sense of 
inclusiveness, and how important it was for every 
viewpoint to be heard, and to understand each 
other's viewpoints, and to really be more 
empathetic about understanding other people's 
points of view. And those are some of the things 
that I think we're really focused on at Ally. 

JS: How are you doing that, Andrea? How does that 
play out into priorities, initiatives, commitments?    

AB: I think it starts first with empowering your 
employee base to have real and honest 
conversations, and to have space where  they can 
learn about groups that they either identify with or  
groups that they want to learn more about. One of 
the first things we did—and this was seven years 
ago—is we created our employee resource groups. 
We have eight different employee resource groups 
across the company. We have almost 50 percent of 
our employees that are part of an employee 
resource group. Personally, I chair the LGBTQ+ 
employee resource group, as you can imagine, and 
they have been wonderful, not only in terms of 
learning about each other, but they've been 
wonderful in that we can be very focused together 
on giving back to the community and doing things 
that are important to those employee resource 
groups. Another important initiative that we've 
been really focused on is a series that we call Let's 
Talk About It, and they've been awesome.

They're just candid conversations. There's no 
agenda. We pick a subject matter... So for instance, 
after the murder of George Floyd, we hosted a 
number of Let's Talk About It sessions. You  could 
just sign up for it, and it was simply one question, 
how are you feeling after the murder of George 

Floyd? We listened to different people's 
perspectives. Small intimate groups, usually 40 on 
each call. I joined about five different ones, and you 
could join as many as you want. And I cannot tell 
you how emotional they were, I can't tell you how 
eye-opening they were, and I can't tell you how 
empowering they were to understand the different 
journeys that our teammates were going on, and 
the roller-coaster ride of emotions that they were 
feeling. So I think that bonded us. There was a lot of 
open communication with some people I had never 
met before in the company, and we've formed so 
many close relationships coming out of those series 
of Let's Talk About It's that are based on common 
ground that has been just really impactful and really 
amazing. 

JS: Why did you choose to do that one? Where did 
that idea start? What was the catalyst? Who had it? 
What was its life like within Ally? 

AB: The catalyst really came from our Chief 
Diversity Officer, Reggie Willis. And Reggie knew 
that a lot of people were hurting across  the 
company, and that people needed a place to voice 
what was happening inside of them. It was hard, 
because we were all  home, we weren't together, 
and there was no outlet for our  anger, there was no 
outlet for our emotions, there was no outlet for our 
bewilderment, there was no place to ask  questions, 
there was no place to really see how our teammates  
were feeling. And so he came to a small group of us 
as the executive council and said, is everybody 
supportive of doing  these sessions, and we said, 
not only are we supportive, we all  want to 
participate. Within two days, we had our first 
session set up. And the intent was really to just do 
five sessions across the company, and there was so 
much demand for them, I think Reggie ended up 
doing about 40 of them and had to expand. 

JS: 40? Wow. 

AB: 40. Yeah. And like I said, I went to five different 
ones. I cried every single one. I identified with so 
much of what was being talked about, especially 
from the Black mothers on the calls who talked so 
much about the fear that they had every time their 
child walked out the door, about whether or not 
they'd ever see them again. I relate to that with a 

gay son so much, and it just helped me find 
strength in that moment, and it created connections 
for me, and I know it did the same for so many 
people. I think that's what we mean by 
inclusiveness, having real conversations with one 
another, making sure people know that Ally is a safe 
place, it's a safe zone, and we are only going to get 
better if we learn from one another. 

JS: Do you think this will continue as we now get 
back together and we're in the office more? Do you 
think you'll continue this? Will  you listen to your 
employees and maybe continue it if they want to? 

AB: I know we will, and we have. We've been 
having the same kind of conversations about 
transgender issues that are so prevalent right now. 
So the Let's Talk About It series has continued. I 
think it's now part of our culture. It's part of our 
learning about the  kinds of things we need to do 
as we evolve to become a more inclusive company. 
I think it's just part of our DNA now, and this is really 
important. I think this constant learning process, to 
me, is the thing that I've been the most struck by, 
especially as a CMO. 

I have learned so much in the last year and a half, 
things that never would've dawned on me, and my 
eyes are so much more  open to them now. I think 
the only reason that has occurred is because 
people feel more empowered than ever right now 
to have candid conversations with one another and 
to have conversations that I think, oftentimes, we 
felt were out of bounds and didn't realize that 
diverse friends that we have, diverse colleagues 
that we have, have been dying to have these 
conversations, and nobody knew how to set the 
stage to have them. So I do think that platforms like 
Let's Talk About It opened up those pathways for 
us. 

JS: You said you've learned so much in the last year 
and a half, how's it changed how you lead as CMO 
and chief PR officer? How do you spend your time 
differently now than you did 18 months ago? How 
do you approach your work in a new or different 
way because of what has happened over the last 18 
months and what you've experienced? 

AB: I think I'm so much more aware there are subtle 
things that you don't give a second thought to that 
have a bigger impact than you realize. I'll give you a 
good example. We had somebody in the 
organization, not in my organization, but at Ally that 
we had to release, and it happened to be a diverse 
female. And there was cause for it that was 
significant, and there was fear among the Black 
females on my team immediately that maybe this 
person was let go because they had a strong voice 
as a Black woman. And there were a lot of people 
that reached out to me, and I said, I can't get into 
the details of it, but I can assure you that that's not 
the case. That never would've dawned on me. What 
I felt good about is that they felt comfortable 
enough to come to me. 

I think the reason they felt comfortable enough to 
come to me and voice their concerns was because I 
had taken the time over the course of this last year 
and a half to be more open to conversations, to 
reach out, to actively seek to learn, to actively  seek 
to understand from a really good place, and I think 
that's  changed me as a leader forever. I think some 
of those insights  have just made me more in tune 
than I've ever been in the 30  plus years of my 
career, and that changes the work. It makes  you 
even braver. It makes you realize the importance of 
what  has to be done even more so and why. 

JS: One gift I have in life is, I spend about a day a 
week talking to  CMOs through this podcast, and I 
have heard over the last year,  more than ever, a 
higher level of self-awareness and a different  
conversation about their teams. I think the 
connection to the teams, the understanding of the 
teams, the building of the  teams, the time with the 
team, the coaching on the team, the  
communication amongst the team, is better than 
ever—at least  from my sample of two or so leaders 
a week for the last 50  weeks—and it sounds like 
you're reflecting that. 

AB: I am. I feel closer to my team, which is kind of 
amazing  considering we haven't been together, 
than I really have before.  The gift, if you look for the 
good that has come out of the last year and a half, 
the gift that we've been given is the gift of slowing 
down a little bit, not being on planes constantly, not 
running from meeting to meeting. While I think in 
some ways we've been busier than ever, I think 
we've also had the opportunity to connect more 
than ever before, just simple  things that I can do 
now that I've never done. I have had the  
opportunity to once a month try and do open Zoom 
calls with  10 or 15 people at all different levels 
across the team, and  there's no agenda. It's just, 
how's everybody doing, I miss you,  what's going 
on, tell me about your life. 

I think there's been more texting, just more fun 
things, whether it's sending each other funny 
videos on different apps, or being  more in tune 
with what's going on in people's personal lives.  
That's been the gift that's come out of a lot of this. I 
also think just slowing down to see how people are 
doing as people and taking really big substantive 
actions... I'm a big believer in big brand acts. I think 
we, as a company, have done both for our  
customers and our employees some amazing big 
brand acts,  and that's also helped us learn. When 
you see how that has  impacted people on every 
level, it makes you want to do more  of it. And we 
did a huge one last week that hits right in the sweet 
spot of DE&I. 

JS: Say more about that. 

AB: You probably have heard a lot of the 
controversy that's been raging around overdraft 
fees, particularly coming out of Washington, and 
how overdraft fees disproportionately affect people 
that can afford them the least, which is typically 
Black and brown communities. Many in the banking 

category garner billions—with a B—a year in terms of 
fee revenue from overdraft fees. We made a 
decision last week to eliminate all overdraft fees, no 
questions asked, and are the first big bank to 
eliminate those. We did it because it was the right 
thing to do, and that to me was an outgrowth of 
learning over the last year and a half.
 
Again, it would never have hit our radar if there 
hadn't been so much conversation about DE&I, and 
it did hit our radar, and it occurred to us when we 
actually stopped and listened to the consumer that 
it was the wrong thing to do. As a company that 
tries to stand on the right side of right, as much as 
we can, we knew that it had to be done. And the 
attention for it has been incredible, the sentiment 
for it has been incredible, but I think it's 
empowered us. We moved quickly. It wasn't 
something that anybody overthought. To me, that's 
an outgrowth of just being more self-aware as a 
company and as a group of leaders around doing 
the right thing.

JS: It's a beautiful example of DE&I going right into 
your business and your business model and your 
customer empathy, so it's a powerful example. It's a 
bit of your CBS moment, right? They took a major 
act. There were revenue and profitability issues. I'm 
sure there are the same with the decision you 
made, but it is the right thing to do, and you moved 
on it. 

AB: That's right. I've seen a lot of companies do 
those kinds of  things, and I think that's been one of 
the best outgrowths of  everything that's happened 
the last year and a half. It's created more 
conversation around DE&I. I think almost every 
company has had some kind of DE&I platform or 
initiatives. I feel like this past year has been 
substantive in terms of creating real change, and I 
think many companies have stepped up across so 
many categories and said, it's time for deeds, not 
words, and let's get after the real work that needs to 
be done, and I'm happy for that. 

JS: I talked to Frank Cooper at BlackRock about 
DE&I. He's part of  this series. He said about the 
same thing you just said. He is actually hopeful that 
this time is different. Could I get you to  talk a little 
bit more about why you think this time is different? 

AB: I think it's different because for the first time in 
a long time, there are a couple of different 
confluences of activity that are coming together. 
One is, I think consumers are demanding action 
more than ever before. You can't look at any piece 
of research that doesn't tell you... Whether it's an 
Edelman trust study, or whether it's your own voice 
of the customer, or whether it's social media 
sentiment, that the vast proportion of consumers 
are demanding businesses to be the fourth branch 
of government, to take on societal issues, and to act 
on those societal issues. There is no pass anymore. 
Not doing something or not saying something 
around important issues around DE&I are as 
impactful as doing something, but on the negative 
side. 

So you've got that confluence of momentum and 
inertia. Then on the other hand, I truly believe that 
employee bases have activated action within 
companies, and that CEOs and C-suite executives 
are more attuned than ever before to the voice of 
the employee base and the importance of their 
company standing for the right side on many of 
these issues. Those are two big confluences that are 
too massive to ignore, and I think companies realize 
that it's not okay to sit on the sidelines anymore, it 
just isn't. You have to pick and choose. It's hard to 
figure out what to wade into and what not to, but to 
not do anything is not okay. 

JS: You talked a moment ago about Let's Talk 
About It, and I know  you're doing lots of innovation 
in this space. I know one thing you're doing is with 
universities and education, I think it's the Moguls in 
the Making. Could you speak about that or another 
initiative that you're particularly proud of because 
of what we've all been through over the last 18 
months? 

AB: Moguls is a particular pride point for me. We 
created it three years ago, and it was done in 
accordance with the Thurgood Marshall College 
Fund. The idea was that there's all this money that's 
going into venture capitalism, and only 1 percent of 
it goes into Black-owned businesses, and that's not 
right. We needed to do something to help create 
the next generation of Black moguls. So we do a 
call to the historically black colleges, universities 
every year, we have thousands of students that 
enter to be chosen as part of our Moguls in the 
Making program, we select the top 50 submissions 
after they go through a panel of internal judges, 
and we bring those students in and we mentor 
them throughout the weekend. They're given a 
problem that exists in society, and they have to use 
a technological solution to solve that problem. 

We have about 150 Ally employees that give their 
entire weekend to mentor these kids and to get 
them ready for a pitch  competition, and then on 
Sunday night, they do a pitch competition to a 
panel of judges, and we select the winning  team. 
We usually have offered internships to all the kids 
that  participate. For the winning teams, we pay off 
a portion of their  student loans, they get 
computers as part of the prize package, and other 
things. But it is an amazing program, and it has  
created this pipeline of diverse talent that's coming 
into Ally that have now gone on to do incredible 
things within the  company that have been very 
impactful. It's been a pride point for us. It's been a 
program that I think has gotten bigger and better 
every single year, and something that I think has 
just  been a wonderful gift for us to see. 

JS: So it's three years old. Have you seen the ideas 
evolve a little bit in these three years? Are there any 
themes that you would highlight? 

AB: The level of quality thinking coming out of the 
students has  been elevated. It is absolutely 
incredible. A lot of the thematics that we're seeing, 
especially coming out of the students, is really 
germane to our area, which is: How do we utilize 
technology to create financial literacy and 
economic mobility in Black and brown 
communities? They've come up with some really 
innovative ideas around gamification, around 
utilization of cultural aspects like music and other 

things to make learning about financial literacy 
more engaging, and some really powerful thinking. 
It's been rewarding to see the students lean into 
something that has so much applicability to the 
business that we're in by trying to intersect financial 
literacy with so many of the systemic issues facing 
many of the underrepresented communities. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a little bit into 
leadership. You're a senior leader at Ally, you've 
been there a long time, you've done a major brand 
restage years ago, and you've done a lot of 
fabulous work. Could you talk to me a little bit 
about your leadership team and DE&I—how are 
they working together differently than they might 
have done five years ago? What are you all 
challenged with? If I sat in your leadership team 
meeting, what would I hear as the theme in terms of 
challenges? Could you give us a little bit of a 
window into your lead team and the dynamics 
there? 

AB: Absolutely. First of all, we have a fairly diverse 
leadership team. The guys on the team would say I 
have a disproportionate number of women leading 
the marketing organization. In fact, 70 percent of 
my team is female across the  board, which is pretty 
incredible. We have created a multicultural 
marketing team in the last year and a half. I brought 
in a new leader, a woman by the name of Erica 
Hughes, to lead that multicultural marketing team. 
We have put, as a leadership team, greater demand 
on our agency partners to ensure that we have a 
higher percentage of diversity around the table at 
the agencies, so that we're getting better and more 
inclusive thinking. We have made it a priority as 
we're looking at work, as we're reviewing media 
plans, as we're thinking about the way that we're 
going to market, that we're asking ourselves hard 
questions around what percentage of our spend is 
in Black-owned media, what percentage of our 
spend is going towards a Latinx audience, how are 
we thinking differently about LGBTQ issues, and 
how will we shine a light on things that are 
conversations that need to be had? 

We've created a powerful new series called Daring 
to Disrupt as an example that probably wouldn't 
have occurred prior to now. It looks at women and 
industries they have disrupted from their unique 

point of view, and the challenges that they've faced. 
I think what you would see in our leadership team is 
a laser focus on changing the conversation, a laser 
focus on ensuring that the culture we're trying to 
create within Ally is reflected out into the world, and 
that we are building more diverse teams. We've 
challenged each one of the leaders to ensure that 
every candidate slate includes diverse candidates, 
and not to accept candidate slates that aren't 
diverse. 

We've also created, I think, much stronger 
mentorship programs for our diverse teammates to 
really help ensure  success, to think a little bit 
differently, that not everybody has to check every 
box. They might not have to have a marketing 
background, they may not have to have certain 
backgrounds  that we would've been more 
stringent on in the past, that the  only way we're 
going to really build a true pipeline of the next  
generation of diverse leaders is if we're better 
about bringing in more of a variety of people, and 
then we're mentoring them to success. I think those 
are all big things that have changed in the last year 
and a half. 

JS: That's a rich list of initiatives. How do you 
choose? Do you go to your team? Do you treat it 
almost like a portfolio with your products, which 
ones do we think have the highest leverage, 
highest impact, we'll do those first? How do you do 
that? 

AB: Jim, one of the things I've done to hold myself 
accountable is, I've written it right into my 
performance objectives. I've made a commitment 
about the number of diverse teammates I would 
like to have on my team by the end of the year, and 
I have kind of pushed that down, so to speak. I think 
it starts with that. That's been our prioritization, is to 
make sure that we're  bringing diverse perspectives 
in, and the only way to bring  diverse perspectives 
in is to hire more diverse talent. So that's certainly 
been our prioritization in terms of number one. And  
then when you make that kind of commitment, you 
have to ensure success. 

So the mentoring, the being more open-minded 
about the kind of experiences and outgrowth of 
that, I think that's been priority one this year. Then 

priority two has certainly been...  Look, we're not 
perfect. Nobody could say they're perfect in terms 
of the way that they're thinking about diverse 
media, the way that they're thinking about 
supporting more Black and brown and LGBTQ 
media companies and properties, but you have to 
start somewhere, and you just have to start doing 
things, and that's what we're trying to do. You don't 
have to have everything figured out. Let's just start 
doing stuff and see where it goes. 

JS: Who do you go to for inspiration in this space, 
Andrea, your son, perhaps? And talk a bit more 
maybe about that and anyone else who's inspired 
you.
 
AB: Yeah, absolutely. I bounce so many things off of 
Drew, and he's been a huge inspiration for me. One 
of my best friends in the world is one of the most 
incredible women that I've ever met. Her name is 
Thasunda Duckett. She's the new CEO of 
TIAA-CREF. She's only the second Black female 
CEO in America right now. She has been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me, she's been 
an incredible source of love, learning, and she's 
somebody that I have really wonderfully candid 
conversations with. Another has been somebody 
who's been a friend of mine for, I guess, probably 
20 years... I'm aging myself here. Steve Stoute, 
who's the CEO of Translation. Steve and I have 
known each other forever. We did some incredible 
work together back in our old Chevy days. And 
Steve's been somebody that I think has changed 
the model on so many industries, and he's always 
an incredible source of the truth, and he's been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me over the last 
15 months or so. 

JS: Last question, what's your advice to other 
CMOs—pragmatic advice as they seek to make 
progress within their organization,  with their 
brands, with their company, with society on DE&I? 

AB: I tell everybody the same thing: Think like a 

human. If you don't have the right information to 
inform your decision, seek it out, go talk to people 
that can bring you diverse perspectives so that you 
can make right decisions. I hinted at this a little bit 
earlier. Not every subject is the right subject for a 
brand or a company to wade in on, and you have to 
make those decisions, but if everybody just does 
something, we're going to have a very different 
world even a year from now. Empower yourself with 
information, be open-minded, learn, and I think 
now more than ever before, it's critical that a CMO 
has a really loud voice and has an important seat at 
the table, and it's really pushing on some of the 
hard issues. 

JS: That's not the last question. I have one 
follow-up because of  your answer. You talked 
about having a loud voice and picking something 
to be involved in, or a few things to be involved in.  
I'm getting that question over and over again: 
Where should I have a voice, when should I speak 
up, when should I not speak  up, where should our 
company try to make significant change? You're in 
banking, you're in financial services, I'm sure that's 
one  framework for your decisions, but how do you 
decide where  you play? 

AB: We make the decision based on things that are 
authentic to our purpose and authentic to our 
culture. I think the overdraft fees is a great example. 
It’s authentic to what we do—we're a bank—and 
authentic to our culture, that's a culture of customer 
obsession. That’s a perfect example of a place 
where we  needed to wade in on something. You 
can't be outspoken on  one issue and decide to 
take a pass on others. If you stand for  inclusiveness, 
you have to be brave enough around doing things  
that celebrate inclusivity and can't shy away from 
them. 

The whole transgender issue, I think is a great right 
issue, and you don't necessarily need to weigh into 
it by making some kind  of a PR statement. But you 
can wade into it by featuring transgender athletes 
in your marketing work or content stories  and 
telling their story. Everybody automatically kind of 
goes to, I  need to make a public statement, I need 
my CEO to go say  something, we need to do a 
press release. It doesn't always have to be that 
solution. Sometimes you can do it through actions 

that are brand acts that are way more impactful. I 
think that's how we try and decide: authentic to our 
culture, authentic to our purpose, and things that 
can make a real impact through our action. 

JS: That's a great place to leave it, Andrea. Thank 
you again for this wonderful conversation, for your 
honesty, for your insights, for your passion, for your 
sincerity. 

AB: It's always a pleasure speaking with you. 
Thanks so much, Jim, for having me on. I appreciate 
it.   

JS: That was my conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Here are three takeaways to think about in your 
business and life. 

First takeaway: Make sure your DE&I decisions are 
in line with your brand purpose. They should be 
authentic to your history,  authentic to your brand, 
and authentic to what your customers  care about. 

Second takeaway: DE&I starts with a diverse team. 
Ally's leadership is already diverse, and because of 
that, they understand the importance of DE&I. Also, 
as a team with a diverse background, they 
understand the best ways to implement DE&I 
across the organization and with their partners.

Third takeaway: Do what is right. Andrea and her 
team listen and react to the events happening in 
the world, and they find a way to do the right thing 
for their customers and their employees. It's always 
important to act, but what really matters is when 
you act and for the right reasons. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast DE&I Mini-Series is Andrea Brimmer, 
the Chief Marketing and PR Officer for 
Detroit-based Ally Financial. Ally Financial is a bank 
holding company that is one of the largest car 
finance companies in the US, and the 17th largest 
bank in the United States by assets. 

In this episode, Andrea talks about how Ally's DE&I 
efforts from a few years ago have already made 
their company stronger. She also discusses how 
Ally chooses their DE&I initiatives, and why it's 
important that these DE&I choices are authentic to 
the brand. Without any further ado, here's my 
enlightening conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Andrea, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. We 
spoke last September, you had a bunch of kids in 
your house, I think you were building a home, we 
were, of course, in the middle of COVID. So I have 
to start with, how is your life and work different 
now? 

ANDREA BRIMMER: Hi, Jim. First of all, thanks for 
having me back. I appreciate it.  Life is different 
because it feels like it's getting back to normal.  
First of all, the kids are all gone. That's a beautiful 
thing.  

JS: I know what you mean.

AB: With the exception of one, who we haven't 
been able to shake, but we're working on it. And 
we're starting to get back in the office and traveling 
again and doing normal things, so it feels good to 
be a human being again. 

JS: Flip a little bit into DE&I and Ally, and I want you 
to start with a  real fundamental question: Why is it 
important to the company, and of all the things that 
you could do in DE&I, where are you focused? 

AB: I would say first, in terms of why it's important 
to the company, we just fundamentally believe that 
diverse businesses are  better businesses, and that 
when you have more diversity  around the table, 
you get to better outcomes. And I think you  know 
Jim, I mean, we are a customer-obsessed company. 
I  know that sounds cliché, and that sounds like the 
right thing to  say at the right time, but that was the 
whole way Ally was  founded 12 years ago. You 

can't be customer-obsessed if you don't reflect the 
customer. And so from our perspective, in  order to 
reflect the customer, you have to have that diversity  
around the table.
 
I would say where we're really focused right now is 
on inclusion. We are in such a horribly divided 
country. The political landscape over the last year, 
social injustice, I think a lot of the racial awakening, 
the murder of George Floyd. There were so many 
things last year that were so important to, I think, 
the history of this country going forward. And the 
thing that kept emerging for us was this sense of 
inclusiveness, and how important it was for every 
viewpoint to be heard, and to understand each 
other's viewpoints, and to really be more 
empathetic about understanding other people's 
points of view. And those are some of the things 
that I think we're really focused on at Ally. 

JS: How are you doing that, Andrea? How does that 
play out into priorities, initiatives, commitments?    

AB: I think it starts first with empowering your 
employee base to have real and honest 
conversations, and to have space where  they can 
learn about groups that they either identify with or  
groups that they want to learn more about. One of 
the first things we did—and this was seven years 
ago—is we created our employee resource groups. 
We have eight different employee resource groups 
across the company. We have almost 50 percent of 
our employees that are part of an employee 
resource group. Personally, I chair the LGBTQ+ 
employee resource group, as you can imagine, and 
they have been wonderful, not only in terms of 
learning about each other, but they've been 
wonderful in that we can be very focused together 
on giving back to the community and doing things 
that are important to those employee resource 
groups. Another important initiative that we've 
been really focused on is a series that we call Let's 
Talk About It, and they've been awesome.

They're just candid conversations. There's no 
agenda. We pick a subject matter... So for instance, 
after the murder of George Floyd, we hosted a 
number of Let's Talk About It sessions. You  could 
just sign up for it, and it was simply one question, 
how are you feeling after the murder of George 

Floyd? We listened to different people's 
perspectives. Small intimate groups, usually 40 on 
each call. I joined about five different ones, and you 
could join as many as you want. And I cannot tell 
you how emotional they were, I can't tell you how 
eye-opening they were, and I can't tell you how 
empowering they were to understand the different 
journeys that our teammates were going on, and 
the roller-coaster ride of emotions that they were 
feeling. So I think that bonded us. There was a lot of 
open communication with some people I had never 
met before in the company, and we've formed so 
many close relationships coming out of those series 
of Let's Talk About It's that are based on common 
ground that has been just really impactful and really 
amazing. 

JS: Why did you choose to do that one? Where did 
that idea start? What was the catalyst? Who had it? 
What was its life like within Ally? 

AB: The catalyst really came from our Chief 
Diversity Officer, Reggie Willis. And Reggie knew 
that a lot of people were hurting across  the 
company, and that people needed a place to voice 
what was happening inside of them. It was hard, 
because we were all  home, we weren't together, 
and there was no outlet for our  anger, there was no 
outlet for our emotions, there was no outlet for our 
bewilderment, there was no place to ask  questions, 
there was no place to really see how our teammates  
were feeling. And so he came to a small group of us 
as the executive council and said, is everybody 
supportive of doing  these sessions, and we said, 
not only are we supportive, we all  want to 
participate. Within two days, we had our first 
session set up. And the intent was really to just do 
five sessions across the company, and there was so 
much demand for them, I think Reggie ended up 
doing about 40 of them and had to expand. 

JS: 40? Wow. 

AB: 40. Yeah. And like I said, I went to five different 
ones. I cried every single one. I identified with so 
much of what was being talked about, especially 
from the Black mothers on the calls who talked so 
much about the fear that they had every time their 
child walked out the door, about whether or not 
they'd ever see them again. I relate to that with a 

gay son so much, and it just helped me find 
strength in that moment, and it created connections 
for me, and I know it did the same for so many 
people. I think that's what we mean by 
inclusiveness, having real conversations with one 
another, making sure people know that Ally is a safe 
place, it's a safe zone, and we are only going to get 
better if we learn from one another. 

JS: Do you think this will continue as we now get 
back together and we're in the office more? Do you 
think you'll continue this? Will  you listen to your 
employees and maybe continue it if they want to? 

AB: I know we will, and we have. We've been 
having the same kind of conversations about 
transgender issues that are so prevalent right now. 
So the Let's Talk About It series has continued. I 
think it's now part of our culture. It's part of our 
learning about the  kinds of things we need to do 
as we evolve to become a more inclusive company. 
I think it's just part of our DNA now, and this is really 
important. I think this constant learning process, to 
me, is the thing that I've been the most struck by, 
especially as a CMO. 

I have learned so much in the last year and a half, 
things that never would've dawned on me, and my 
eyes are so much more  open to them now. I think 
the only reason that has occurred is because 
people feel more empowered than ever right now 
to have candid conversations with one another and 
to have conversations that I think, oftentimes, we 
felt were out of bounds and didn't realize that 
diverse friends that we have, diverse colleagues 
that we have, have been dying to have these 
conversations, and nobody knew how to set the 
stage to have them. So I do think that platforms like 
Let's Talk About It opened up those pathways for 
us. 

JS: You said you've learned so much in the last year 
and a half, how's it changed how you lead as CMO 
and chief PR officer? How do you spend your time 
differently now than you did 18 months ago? How 
do you approach your work in a new or different 
way because of what has happened over the last 18 
months and what you've experienced? 

AB: I think I'm so much more aware there are subtle 
things that you don't give a second thought to that 
have a bigger impact than you realize. I'll give you a 
good example. We had somebody in the 
organization, not in my organization, but at Ally that 
we had to release, and it happened to be a diverse 
female. And there was cause for it that was 
significant, and there was fear among the Black 
females on my team immediately that maybe this 
person was let go because they had a strong voice 
as a Black woman. And there were a lot of people 
that reached out to me, and I said, I can't get into 
the details of it, but I can assure you that that's not 
the case. That never would've dawned on me. What 
I felt good about is that they felt comfortable 
enough to come to me. 

I think the reason they felt comfortable enough to 
come to me and voice their concerns was because I 
had taken the time over the course of this last year 
and a half to be more open to conversations, to 
reach out, to actively seek to learn, to actively  seek 
to understand from a really good place, and I think 
that's  changed me as a leader forever. I think some 
of those insights  have just made me more in tune 
than I've ever been in the 30  plus years of my 
career, and that changes the work. It makes  you 
even braver. It makes you realize the importance of 
what  has to be done even more so and why. 

JS: One gift I have in life is, I spend about a day a 
week talking to  CMOs through this podcast, and I 
have heard over the last year,  more than ever, a 
higher level of self-awareness and a different  
conversation about their teams. I think the 
connection to the teams, the understanding of the 
teams, the building of the  teams, the time with the 
team, the coaching on the team, the  
communication amongst the team, is better than 
ever—at least  from my sample of two or so leaders 
a week for the last 50  weeks—and it sounds like 
you're reflecting that. 

AB: I am. I feel closer to my team, which is kind of 
amazing  considering we haven't been together, 
than I really have before.  The gift, if you look for the 
good that has come out of the last year and a half, 
the gift that we've been given is the gift of slowing 
down a little bit, not being on planes constantly, not 
running from meeting to meeting. While I think in 
some ways we've been busier than ever, I think 
we've also had the opportunity to connect more 
than ever before, just simple  things that I can do 
now that I've never done. I have had the  
opportunity to once a month try and do open Zoom 
calls with  10 or 15 people at all different levels 
across the team, and  there's no agenda. It's just, 
how's everybody doing, I miss you,  what's going 
on, tell me about your life. 

I think there's been more texting, just more fun 
things, whether it's sending each other funny 
videos on different apps, or being  more in tune 
with what's going on in people's personal lives.  
That's been the gift that's come out of a lot of this. I 
also think just slowing down to see how people are 
doing as people and taking really big substantive 
actions... I'm a big believer in big brand acts. I think 
we, as a company, have done both for our  
customers and our employees some amazing big 
brand acts,  and that's also helped us learn. When 
you see how that has  impacted people on every 
level, it makes you want to do more  of it. And we 
did a huge one last week that hits right in the sweet 
spot of DE&I. 

JS: Say more about that. 

AB: You probably have heard a lot of the 
controversy that's been raging around overdraft 
fees, particularly coming out of Washington, and 
how overdraft fees disproportionately affect people 
that can afford them the least, which is typically 
Black and brown communities. Many in the banking 

category garner billions—with a B—a year in terms of 
fee revenue from overdraft fees. We made a 
decision last week to eliminate all overdraft fees, no 
questions asked, and are the first big bank to 
eliminate those. We did it because it was the right 
thing to do, and that to me was an outgrowth of 
learning over the last year and a half.
 
Again, it would never have hit our radar if there 
hadn't been so much conversation about DE&I, and 
it did hit our radar, and it occurred to us when we 
actually stopped and listened to the consumer that 
it was the wrong thing to do. As a company that 
tries to stand on the right side of right, as much as 
we can, we knew that it had to be done. And the 
attention for it has been incredible, the sentiment 
for it has been incredible, but I think it's 
empowered us. We moved quickly. It wasn't 
something that anybody overthought. To me, that's 
an outgrowth of just being more self-aware as a 
company and as a group of leaders around doing 
the right thing.

JS: It's a beautiful example of DE&I going right into 
your business and your business model and your 
customer empathy, so it's a powerful example. It's a 
bit of your CBS moment, right? They took a major 
act. There were revenue and profitability issues. I'm 
sure there are the same with the decision you 
made, but it is the right thing to do, and you moved 
on it. 

AB: That's right. I've seen a lot of companies do 
those kinds of  things, and I think that's been one of 
the best outgrowths of  everything that's happened 
the last year and a half. It's created more 
conversation around DE&I. I think almost every 
company has had some kind of DE&I platform or 
initiatives. I feel like this past year has been 
substantive in terms of creating real change, and I 
think many companies have stepped up across so 
many categories and said, it's time for deeds, not 
words, and let's get after the real work that needs to 
be done, and I'm happy for that. 

JS: I talked to Frank Cooper at BlackRock about 
DE&I. He's part of  this series. He said about the 
same thing you just said. He is actually hopeful that 
this time is different. Could I get you to  talk a little 
bit more about why you think this time is different? 

AB: I think it's different because for the first time in 
a long time, there are a couple of different 
confluences of activity that are coming together. 
One is, I think consumers are demanding action 
more than ever before. You can't look at any piece 
of research that doesn't tell you... Whether it's an 
Edelman trust study, or whether it's your own voice 
of the customer, or whether it's social media 
sentiment, that the vast proportion of consumers 
are demanding businesses to be the fourth branch 
of government, to take on societal issues, and to act 
on those societal issues. There is no pass anymore. 
Not doing something or not saying something 
around important issues around DE&I are as 
impactful as doing something, but on the negative 
side. 

So you've got that confluence of momentum and 
inertia. Then on the other hand, I truly believe that 
employee bases have activated action within 
companies, and that CEOs and C-suite executives 
are more attuned than ever before to the voice of 
the employee base and the importance of their 
company standing for the right side on many of 
these issues. Those are two big confluences that are 
too massive to ignore, and I think companies realize 
that it's not okay to sit on the sidelines anymore, it 
just isn't. You have to pick and choose. It's hard to 
figure out what to wade into and what not to, but to 
not do anything is not okay. 

JS: You talked a moment ago about Let's Talk 
About It, and I know  you're doing lots of innovation 
in this space. I know one thing you're doing is with 
universities and education, I think it's the Moguls in 
the Making. Could you speak about that or another 
initiative that you're particularly proud of because 
of what we've all been through over the last 18 
months? 

AB: Moguls is a particular pride point for me. We 
created it three years ago, and it was done in 
accordance with the Thurgood Marshall College 
Fund. The idea was that there's all this money that's 
going into venture capitalism, and only 1 percent of 
it goes into Black-owned businesses, and that's not 
right. We needed to do something to help create 
the next generation of Black moguls. So we do a 
call to the historically black colleges, universities 
every year, we have thousands of students that 
enter to be chosen as part of our Moguls in the 
Making program, we select the top 50 submissions 
after they go through a panel of internal judges, 
and we bring those students in and we mentor 
them throughout the weekend. They're given a 
problem that exists in society, and they have to use 
a technological solution to solve that problem. 

We have about 150 Ally employees that give their 
entire weekend to mentor these kids and to get 
them ready for a pitch  competition, and then on 
Sunday night, they do a pitch competition to a 
panel of judges, and we select the winning  team. 
We usually have offered internships to all the kids 
that  participate. For the winning teams, we pay off 
a portion of their  student loans, they get 
computers as part of the prize package, and other 
things. But it is an amazing program, and it has  
created this pipeline of diverse talent that's coming 
into Ally that have now gone on to do incredible 
things within the  company that have been very 
impactful. It's been a pride point for us. It's been a 
program that I think has gotten bigger and better 
every single year, and something that I think has 
just  been a wonderful gift for us to see. 

JS: So it's three years old. Have you seen the ideas 
evolve a little bit in these three years? Are there any 
themes that you would highlight? 

AB: The level of quality thinking coming out of the 
students has  been elevated. It is absolutely 
incredible. A lot of the thematics that we're seeing, 
especially coming out of the students, is really 
germane to our area, which is: How do we utilize 
technology to create financial literacy and 
economic mobility in Black and brown 
communities? They've come up with some really 
innovative ideas around gamification, around 
utilization of cultural aspects like music and other 

things to make learning about financial literacy 
more engaging, and some really powerful thinking. 
It's been rewarding to see the students lean into 
something that has so much applicability to the 
business that we're in by trying to intersect financial 
literacy with so many of the systemic issues facing 
many of the underrepresented communities. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a little bit into 
leadership. You're a senior leader at Ally, you've 
been there a long time, you've done a major brand 
restage years ago, and you've done a lot of 
fabulous work. Could you talk to me a little bit 
about your leadership team and DE&I—how are 
they working together differently than they might 
have done five years ago? What are you all 
challenged with? If I sat in your leadership team 
meeting, what would I hear as the theme in terms of 
challenges? Could you give us a little bit of a 
window into your lead team and the dynamics 
there? 

AB: Absolutely. First of all, we have a fairly diverse 
leadership team. The guys on the team would say I 
have a disproportionate number of women leading 
the marketing organization. In fact, 70 percent of 
my team is female across the  board, which is pretty 
incredible. We have created a multicultural 
marketing team in the last year and a half. I brought 
in a new leader, a woman by the name of Erica 
Hughes, to lead that multicultural marketing team. 
We have put, as a leadership team, greater demand 
on our agency partners to ensure that we have a 
higher percentage of diversity around the table at 
the agencies, so that we're getting better and more 
inclusive thinking. We have made it a priority as 
we're looking at work, as we're reviewing media 
plans, as we're thinking about the way that we're 
going to market, that we're asking ourselves hard 
questions around what percentage of our spend is 
in Black-owned media, what percentage of our 
spend is going towards a Latinx audience, how are 
we thinking differently about LGBTQ issues, and 
how will we shine a light on things that are 
conversations that need to be had? 

We've created a powerful new series called Daring 
to Disrupt as an example that probably wouldn't 
have occurred prior to now. It looks at women and 
industries they have disrupted from their unique 

point of view, and the challenges that they've faced. 
I think what you would see in our leadership team is 
a laser focus on changing the conversation, a laser 
focus on ensuring that the culture we're trying to 
create within Ally is reflected out into the world, and 
that we are building more diverse teams. We've 
challenged each one of the leaders to ensure that 
every candidate slate includes diverse candidates, 
and not to accept candidate slates that aren't 
diverse. 

We've also created, I think, much stronger 
mentorship programs for our diverse teammates to 
really help ensure  success, to think a little bit 
differently, that not everybody has to check every 
box. They might not have to have a marketing 
background, they may not have to have certain 
backgrounds  that we would've been more 
stringent on in the past, that the  only way we're 
going to really build a true pipeline of the next  
generation of diverse leaders is if we're better 
about bringing in more of a variety of people, and 
then we're mentoring them to success. I think those 
are all big things that have changed in the last year 
and a half. 

JS: That's a rich list of initiatives. How do you 
choose? Do you go to your team? Do you treat it 
almost like a portfolio with your products, which 
ones do we think have the highest leverage, 
highest impact, we'll do those first? How do you do 
that? 

AB: Jim, one of the things I've done to hold myself 
accountable is, I've written it right into my 
performance objectives. I've made a commitment 
about the number of diverse teammates I would 
like to have on my team by the end of the year, and 
I have kind of pushed that down, so to speak. I think 
it starts with that. That's been our prioritization, is to 
make sure that we're  bringing diverse perspectives 
in, and the only way to bring  diverse perspectives 
in is to hire more diverse talent. So that's certainly 
been our prioritization in terms of number one. And  
then when you make that kind of commitment, you 
have to ensure success. 

So the mentoring, the being more open-minded 
about the kind of experiences and outgrowth of 
that, I think that's been priority one this year. Then 

priority two has certainly been...  Look, we're not 
perfect. Nobody could say they're perfect in terms 
of the way that they're thinking about diverse 
media, the way that they're thinking about 
supporting more Black and brown and LGBTQ 
media companies and properties, but you have to 
start somewhere, and you just have to start doing 
things, and that's what we're trying to do. You don't 
have to have everything figured out. Let's just start 
doing stuff and see where it goes. 

JS: Who do you go to for inspiration in this space, 
Andrea, your son, perhaps? And talk a bit more 
maybe about that and anyone else who's inspired 
you.
 
AB: Yeah, absolutely. I bounce so many things off of 
Drew, and he's been a huge inspiration for me. One 
of my best friends in the world is one of the most 
incredible women that I've ever met. Her name is 
Thasunda Duckett. She's the new CEO of 
TIAA-CREF. She's only the second Black female 
CEO in America right now. She has been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me, she's been 
an incredible source of love, learning, and she's 
somebody that I have really wonderfully candid 
conversations with. Another has been somebody 
who's been a friend of mine for, I guess, probably 
20 years... I'm aging myself here. Steve Stoute, 
who's the CEO of Translation. Steve and I have 
known each other forever. We did some incredible 
work together back in our old Chevy days. And 
Steve's been somebody that I think has changed 
the model on so many industries, and he's always 
an incredible source of the truth, and he's been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me over the last 
15 months or so. 

JS: Last question, what's your advice to other 
CMOs—pragmatic advice as they seek to make 
progress within their organization,  with their 
brands, with their company, with society on DE&I? 

AB: I tell everybody the same thing: Think like a 

human. If you don't have the right information to 
inform your decision, seek it out, go talk to people 
that can bring you diverse perspectives so that you 
can make right decisions. I hinted at this a little bit 
earlier. Not every subject is the right subject for a 
brand or a company to wade in on, and you have to 
make those decisions, but if everybody just does 
something, we're going to have a very different 
world even a year from now. Empower yourself with 
information, be open-minded, learn, and I think 
now more than ever before, it's critical that a CMO 
has a really loud voice and has an important seat at 
the table, and it's really pushing on some of the 
hard issues. 

JS: That's not the last question. I have one 
follow-up because of  your answer. You talked 
about having a loud voice and picking something 
to be involved in, or a few things to be involved in.  
I'm getting that question over and over again: 
Where should I have a voice, when should I speak 
up, when should I not speak  up, where should our 
company try to make significant change? You're in 
banking, you're in financial services, I'm sure that's 
one  framework for your decisions, but how do you 
decide where  you play? 

AB: We make the decision based on things that are 
authentic to our purpose and authentic to our 
culture. I think the overdraft fees is a great example. 
It’s authentic to what we do—we're a bank—and 
authentic to our culture, that's a culture of customer 
obsession. That’s a perfect example of a place 
where we  needed to wade in on something. You 
can't be outspoken on  one issue and decide to 
take a pass on others. If you stand for  inclusiveness, 
you have to be brave enough around doing things  
that celebrate inclusivity and can't shy away from 
them. 

The whole transgender issue, I think is a great right 
issue, and you don't necessarily need to weigh into 
it by making some kind  of a PR statement. But you 
can wade into it by featuring transgender athletes 
in your marketing work or content stories  and 
telling their story. Everybody automatically kind of 
goes to, I  need to make a public statement, I need 
my CEO to go say  something, we need to do a 
press release. It doesn't always have to be that 
solution. Sometimes you can do it through actions 

that are brand acts that are way more impactful. I 
think that's how we try and decide: authentic to our 
culture, authentic to our purpose, and things that 
can make a real impact through our action. 

JS: That's a great place to leave it, Andrea. Thank 
you again for this wonderful conversation, for your 
honesty, for your insights, for your passion, for your 
sincerity. 

AB: It's always a pleasure speaking with you. 
Thanks so much, Jim, for having me on. I appreciate 
it.   

JS: That was my conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Here are three takeaways to think about in your 
business and life. 

First takeaway: Make sure your DE&I decisions are 
in line with your brand purpose. They should be 
authentic to your history,  authentic to your brand, 
and authentic to what your customers  care about. 

Second takeaway: DE&I starts with a diverse team. 
Ally's leadership is already diverse, and because of 
that, they understand the importance of DE&I. Also, 
as a team with a diverse background, they 
understand the best ways to implement DE&I 
across the organization and with their partners.

Third takeaway: Do what is right. Andrea and her 
team listen and react to the events happening in 
the world, and they find a way to do the right thing 
for their customers and their employees. It's always 
important to act, but what really matters is when 
you act and for the right reasons. 
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DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES IN IS TO 
HIRE MORE DIVERSE TALENT."



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast DE&I Mini-Series is Andrea Brimmer, 
the Chief Marketing and PR Officer for 
Detroit-based Ally Financial. Ally Financial is a bank 
holding company that is one of the largest car 
finance companies in the US, and the 17th largest 
bank in the United States by assets. 

In this episode, Andrea talks about how Ally's DE&I 
efforts from a few years ago have already made 
their company stronger. She also discusses how 
Ally chooses their DE&I initiatives, and why it's 
important that these DE&I choices are authentic to 
the brand. Without any further ado, here's my 
enlightening conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Andrea, welcome back to The CMO Podcast. We 
spoke last September, you had a bunch of kids in 
your house, I think you were building a home, we 
were, of course, in the middle of COVID. So I have 
to start with, how is your life and work different 
now? 

ANDREA BRIMMER: Hi, Jim. First of all, thanks for 
having me back. I appreciate it.  Life is different 
because it feels like it's getting back to normal.  
First of all, the kids are all gone. That's a beautiful 
thing.  

JS: I know what you mean.

AB: With the exception of one, who we haven't 
been able to shake, but we're working on it. And 
we're starting to get back in the office and traveling 
again and doing normal things, so it feels good to 
be a human being again. 

JS: Flip a little bit into DE&I and Ally, and I want you 
to start with a  real fundamental question: Why is it 
important to the company, and of all the things that 
you could do in DE&I, where are you focused? 

AB: I would say first, in terms of why it's important 
to the company, we just fundamentally believe that 
diverse businesses are  better businesses, and that 
when you have more diversity  around the table, 
you get to better outcomes. And I think you  know 
Jim, I mean, we are a customer-obsessed company. 
I  know that sounds cliché, and that sounds like the 
right thing to  say at the right time, but that was the 
whole way Ally was  founded 12 years ago. You 

can't be customer-obsessed if you don't reflect the 
customer. And so from our perspective, in  order to 
reflect the customer, you have to have that diversity  
around the table.
 
I would say where we're really focused right now is 
on inclusion. We are in such a horribly divided 
country. The political landscape over the last year, 
social injustice, I think a lot of the racial awakening, 
the murder of George Floyd. There were so many 
things last year that were so important to, I think, 
the history of this country going forward. And the 
thing that kept emerging for us was this sense of 
inclusiveness, and how important it was for every 
viewpoint to be heard, and to understand each 
other's viewpoints, and to really be more 
empathetic about understanding other people's 
points of view. And those are some of the things 
that I think we're really focused on at Ally. 

JS: How are you doing that, Andrea? How does that 
play out into priorities, initiatives, commitments?    

AB: I think it starts first with empowering your 
employee base to have real and honest 
conversations, and to have space where  they can 
learn about groups that they either identify with or  
groups that they want to learn more about. One of 
the first things we did—and this was seven years 
ago—is we created our employee resource groups. 
We have eight different employee resource groups 
across the company. We have almost 50 percent of 
our employees that are part of an employee 
resource group. Personally, I chair the LGBTQ+ 
employee resource group, as you can imagine, and 
they have been wonderful, not only in terms of 
learning about each other, but they've been 
wonderful in that we can be very focused together 
on giving back to the community and doing things 
that are important to those employee resource 
groups. Another important initiative that we've 
been really focused on is a series that we call Let's 
Talk About It, and they've been awesome.

They're just candid conversations. There's no 
agenda. We pick a subject matter... So for instance, 
after the murder of George Floyd, we hosted a 
number of Let's Talk About It sessions. You  could 
just sign up for it, and it was simply one question, 
how are you feeling after the murder of George 

Floyd? We listened to different people's 
perspectives. Small intimate groups, usually 40 on 
each call. I joined about five different ones, and you 
could join as many as you want. And I cannot tell 
you how emotional they were, I can't tell you how 
eye-opening they were, and I can't tell you how 
empowering they were to understand the different 
journeys that our teammates were going on, and 
the roller-coaster ride of emotions that they were 
feeling. So I think that bonded us. There was a lot of 
open communication with some people I had never 
met before in the company, and we've formed so 
many close relationships coming out of those series 
of Let's Talk About It's that are based on common 
ground that has been just really impactful and really 
amazing. 

JS: Why did you choose to do that one? Where did 
that idea start? What was the catalyst? Who had it? 
What was its life like within Ally? 

AB: The catalyst really came from our Chief 
Diversity Officer, Reggie Willis. And Reggie knew 
that a lot of people were hurting across  the 
company, and that people needed a place to voice 
what was happening inside of them. It was hard, 
because we were all  home, we weren't together, 
and there was no outlet for our  anger, there was no 
outlet for our emotions, there was no outlet for our 
bewilderment, there was no place to ask  questions, 
there was no place to really see how our teammates  
were feeling. And so he came to a small group of us 
as the executive council and said, is everybody 
supportive of doing  these sessions, and we said, 
not only are we supportive, we all  want to 
participate. Within two days, we had our first 
session set up. And the intent was really to just do 
five sessions across the company, and there was so 
much demand for them, I think Reggie ended up 
doing about 40 of them and had to expand. 

JS: 40? Wow. 

AB: 40. Yeah. And like I said, I went to five different 
ones. I cried every single one. I identified with so 
much of what was being talked about, especially 
from the Black mothers on the calls who talked so 
much about the fear that they had every time their 
child walked out the door, about whether or not 
they'd ever see them again. I relate to that with a 

gay son so much, and it just helped me find 
strength in that moment, and it created connections 
for me, and I know it did the same for so many 
people. I think that's what we mean by 
inclusiveness, having real conversations with one 
another, making sure people know that Ally is a safe 
place, it's a safe zone, and we are only going to get 
better if we learn from one another. 

JS: Do you think this will continue as we now get 
back together and we're in the office more? Do you 
think you'll continue this? Will  you listen to your 
employees and maybe continue it if they want to? 

AB: I know we will, and we have. We've been 
having the same kind of conversations about 
transgender issues that are so prevalent right now. 
So the Let's Talk About It series has continued. I 
think it's now part of our culture. It's part of our 
learning about the  kinds of things we need to do 
as we evolve to become a more inclusive company. 
I think it's just part of our DNA now, and this is really 
important. I think this constant learning process, to 
me, is the thing that I've been the most struck by, 
especially as a CMO. 

I have learned so much in the last year and a half, 
things that never would've dawned on me, and my 
eyes are so much more  open to them now. I think 
the only reason that has occurred is because 
people feel more empowered than ever right now 
to have candid conversations with one another and 
to have conversations that I think, oftentimes, we 
felt were out of bounds and didn't realize that 
diverse friends that we have, diverse colleagues 
that we have, have been dying to have these 
conversations, and nobody knew how to set the 
stage to have them. So I do think that platforms like 
Let's Talk About It opened up those pathways for 
us. 

JS: You said you've learned so much in the last year 
and a half, how's it changed how you lead as CMO 
and chief PR officer? How do you spend your time 
differently now than you did 18 months ago? How 
do you approach your work in a new or different 
way because of what has happened over the last 18 
months and what you've experienced? 

AB: I think I'm so much more aware there are subtle 
things that you don't give a second thought to that 
have a bigger impact than you realize. I'll give you a 
good example. We had somebody in the 
organization, not in my organization, but at Ally that 
we had to release, and it happened to be a diverse 
female. And there was cause for it that was 
significant, and there was fear among the Black 
females on my team immediately that maybe this 
person was let go because they had a strong voice 
as a Black woman. And there were a lot of people 
that reached out to me, and I said, I can't get into 
the details of it, but I can assure you that that's not 
the case. That never would've dawned on me. What 
I felt good about is that they felt comfortable 
enough to come to me. 

I think the reason they felt comfortable enough to 
come to me and voice their concerns was because I 
had taken the time over the course of this last year 
and a half to be more open to conversations, to 
reach out, to actively seek to learn, to actively  seek 
to understand from a really good place, and I think 
that's  changed me as a leader forever. I think some 
of those insights  have just made me more in tune 
than I've ever been in the 30  plus years of my 
career, and that changes the work. It makes  you 
even braver. It makes you realize the importance of 
what  has to be done even more so and why. 

JS: One gift I have in life is, I spend about a day a 
week talking to  CMOs through this podcast, and I 
have heard over the last year,  more than ever, a 
higher level of self-awareness and a different  
conversation about their teams. I think the 
connection to the teams, the understanding of the 
teams, the building of the  teams, the time with the 
team, the coaching on the team, the  
communication amongst the team, is better than 
ever—at least  from my sample of two or so leaders 
a week for the last 50  weeks—and it sounds like 
you're reflecting that. 

AB: I am. I feel closer to my team, which is kind of 
amazing  considering we haven't been together, 
than I really have before.  The gift, if you look for the 
good that has come out of the last year and a half, 
the gift that we've been given is the gift of slowing 
down a little bit, not being on planes constantly, not 
running from meeting to meeting. While I think in 
some ways we've been busier than ever, I think 
we've also had the opportunity to connect more 
than ever before, just simple  things that I can do 
now that I've never done. I have had the  
opportunity to once a month try and do open Zoom 
calls with  10 or 15 people at all different levels 
across the team, and  there's no agenda. It's just, 
how's everybody doing, I miss you,  what's going 
on, tell me about your life. 

I think there's been more texting, just more fun 
things, whether it's sending each other funny 
videos on different apps, or being  more in tune 
with what's going on in people's personal lives.  
That's been the gift that's come out of a lot of this. I 
also think just slowing down to see how people are 
doing as people and taking really big substantive 
actions... I'm a big believer in big brand acts. I think 
we, as a company, have done both for our  
customers and our employees some amazing big 
brand acts,  and that's also helped us learn. When 
you see how that has  impacted people on every 
level, it makes you want to do more  of it. And we 
did a huge one last week that hits right in the sweet 
spot of DE&I. 

JS: Say more about that. 

AB: You probably have heard a lot of the 
controversy that's been raging around overdraft 
fees, particularly coming out of Washington, and 
how overdraft fees disproportionately affect people 
that can afford them the least, which is typically 
Black and brown communities. Many in the banking 

category garner billions—with a B—a year in terms of 
fee revenue from overdraft fees. We made a 
decision last week to eliminate all overdraft fees, no 
questions asked, and are the first big bank to 
eliminate those. We did it because it was the right 
thing to do, and that to me was an outgrowth of 
learning over the last year and a half.
 
Again, it would never have hit our radar if there 
hadn't been so much conversation about DE&I, and 
it did hit our radar, and it occurred to us when we 
actually stopped and listened to the consumer that 
it was the wrong thing to do. As a company that 
tries to stand on the right side of right, as much as 
we can, we knew that it had to be done. And the 
attention for it has been incredible, the sentiment 
for it has been incredible, but I think it's 
empowered us. We moved quickly. It wasn't 
something that anybody overthought. To me, that's 
an outgrowth of just being more self-aware as a 
company and as a group of leaders around doing 
the right thing.

JS: It's a beautiful example of DE&I going right into 
your business and your business model and your 
customer empathy, so it's a powerful example. It's a 
bit of your CBS moment, right? They took a major 
act. There were revenue and profitability issues. I'm 
sure there are the same with the decision you 
made, but it is the right thing to do, and you moved 
on it. 

AB: That's right. I've seen a lot of companies do 
those kinds of  things, and I think that's been one of 
the best outgrowths of  everything that's happened 
the last year and a half. It's created more 
conversation around DE&I. I think almost every 
company has had some kind of DE&I platform or 
initiatives. I feel like this past year has been 
substantive in terms of creating real change, and I 
think many companies have stepped up across so 
many categories and said, it's time for deeds, not 
words, and let's get after the real work that needs to 
be done, and I'm happy for that. 

JS: I talked to Frank Cooper at BlackRock about 
DE&I. He's part of  this series. He said about the 
same thing you just said. He is actually hopeful that 
this time is different. Could I get you to  talk a little 
bit more about why you think this time is different? 

AB: I think it's different because for the first time in 
a long time, there are a couple of different 
confluences of activity that are coming together. 
One is, I think consumers are demanding action 
more than ever before. You can't look at any piece 
of research that doesn't tell you... Whether it's an 
Edelman trust study, or whether it's your own voice 
of the customer, or whether it's social media 
sentiment, that the vast proportion of consumers 
are demanding businesses to be the fourth branch 
of government, to take on societal issues, and to act 
on those societal issues. There is no pass anymore. 
Not doing something or not saying something 
around important issues around DE&I are as 
impactful as doing something, but on the negative 
side. 

So you've got that confluence of momentum and 
inertia. Then on the other hand, I truly believe that 
employee bases have activated action within 
companies, and that CEOs and C-suite executives 
are more attuned than ever before to the voice of 
the employee base and the importance of their 
company standing for the right side on many of 
these issues. Those are two big confluences that are 
too massive to ignore, and I think companies realize 
that it's not okay to sit on the sidelines anymore, it 
just isn't. You have to pick and choose. It's hard to 
figure out what to wade into and what not to, but to 
not do anything is not okay. 

JS: You talked a moment ago about Let's Talk 
About It, and I know  you're doing lots of innovation 
in this space. I know one thing you're doing is with 
universities and education, I think it's the Moguls in 
the Making. Could you speak about that or another 
initiative that you're particularly proud of because 
of what we've all been through over the last 18 
months? 

AB: Moguls is a particular pride point for me. We 
created it three years ago, and it was done in 
accordance with the Thurgood Marshall College 
Fund. The idea was that there's all this money that's 
going into venture capitalism, and only 1 percent of 
it goes into Black-owned businesses, and that's not 
right. We needed to do something to help create 
the next generation of Black moguls. So we do a 
call to the historically black colleges, universities 
every year, we have thousands of students that 
enter to be chosen as part of our Moguls in the 
Making program, we select the top 50 submissions 
after they go through a panel of internal judges, 
and we bring those students in and we mentor 
them throughout the weekend. They're given a 
problem that exists in society, and they have to use 
a technological solution to solve that problem. 

We have about 150 Ally employees that give their 
entire weekend to mentor these kids and to get 
them ready for a pitch  competition, and then on 
Sunday night, they do a pitch competition to a 
panel of judges, and we select the winning  team. 
We usually have offered internships to all the kids 
that  participate. For the winning teams, we pay off 
a portion of their  student loans, they get 
computers as part of the prize package, and other 
things. But it is an amazing program, and it has  
created this pipeline of diverse talent that's coming 
into Ally that have now gone on to do incredible 
things within the  company that have been very 
impactful. It's been a pride point for us. It's been a 
program that I think has gotten bigger and better 
every single year, and something that I think has 
just  been a wonderful gift for us to see. 

JS: So it's three years old. Have you seen the ideas 
evolve a little bit in these three years? Are there any 
themes that you would highlight? 

AB: The level of quality thinking coming out of the 
students has  been elevated. It is absolutely 
incredible. A lot of the thematics that we're seeing, 
especially coming out of the students, is really 
germane to our area, which is: How do we utilize 
technology to create financial literacy and 
economic mobility in Black and brown 
communities? They've come up with some really 
innovative ideas around gamification, around 
utilization of cultural aspects like music and other 

things to make learning about financial literacy 
more engaging, and some really powerful thinking. 
It's been rewarding to see the students lean into 
something that has so much applicability to the 
business that we're in by trying to intersect financial 
literacy with so many of the systemic issues facing 
many of the underrepresented communities. 

JS: I want to flip the conversation a little bit into 
leadership. You're a senior leader at Ally, you've 
been there a long time, you've done a major brand 
restage years ago, and you've done a lot of 
fabulous work. Could you talk to me a little bit 
about your leadership team and DE&I—how are 
they working together differently than they might 
have done five years ago? What are you all 
challenged with? If I sat in your leadership team 
meeting, what would I hear as the theme in terms of 
challenges? Could you give us a little bit of a 
window into your lead team and the dynamics 
there? 

AB: Absolutely. First of all, we have a fairly diverse 
leadership team. The guys on the team would say I 
have a disproportionate number of women leading 
the marketing organization. In fact, 70 percent of 
my team is female across the  board, which is pretty 
incredible. We have created a multicultural 
marketing team in the last year and a half. I brought 
in a new leader, a woman by the name of Erica 
Hughes, to lead that multicultural marketing team. 
We have put, as a leadership team, greater demand 
on our agency partners to ensure that we have a 
higher percentage of diversity around the table at 
the agencies, so that we're getting better and more 
inclusive thinking. We have made it a priority as 
we're looking at work, as we're reviewing media 
plans, as we're thinking about the way that we're 
going to market, that we're asking ourselves hard 
questions around what percentage of our spend is 
in Black-owned media, what percentage of our 
spend is going towards a Latinx audience, how are 
we thinking differently about LGBTQ issues, and 
how will we shine a light on things that are 
conversations that need to be had? 

We've created a powerful new series called Daring 
to Disrupt as an example that probably wouldn't 
have occurred prior to now. It looks at women and 
industries they have disrupted from their unique 

point of view, and the challenges that they've faced. 
I think what you would see in our leadership team is 
a laser focus on changing the conversation, a laser 
focus on ensuring that the culture we're trying to 
create within Ally is reflected out into the world, and 
that we are building more diverse teams. We've 
challenged each one of the leaders to ensure that 
every candidate slate includes diverse candidates, 
and not to accept candidate slates that aren't 
diverse. 

We've also created, I think, much stronger 
mentorship programs for our diverse teammates to 
really help ensure  success, to think a little bit 
differently, that not everybody has to check every 
box. They might not have to have a marketing 
background, they may not have to have certain 
backgrounds  that we would've been more 
stringent on in the past, that the  only way we're 
going to really build a true pipeline of the next  
generation of diverse leaders is if we're better 
about bringing in more of a variety of people, and 
then we're mentoring them to success. I think those 
are all big things that have changed in the last year 
and a half. 

JS: That's a rich list of initiatives. How do you 
choose? Do you go to your team? Do you treat it 
almost like a portfolio with your products, which 
ones do we think have the highest leverage, 
highest impact, we'll do those first? How do you do 
that? 

AB: Jim, one of the things I've done to hold myself 
accountable is, I've written it right into my 
performance objectives. I've made a commitment 
about the number of diverse teammates I would 
like to have on my team by the end of the year, and 
I have kind of pushed that down, so to speak. I think 
it starts with that. That's been our prioritization, is to 
make sure that we're  bringing diverse perspectives 
in, and the only way to bring  diverse perspectives 
in is to hire more diverse talent. So that's certainly 
been our prioritization in terms of number one. And  
then when you make that kind of commitment, you 
have to ensure success. 

So the mentoring, the being more open-minded 
about the kind of experiences and outgrowth of 
that, I think that's been priority one this year. Then 

priority two has certainly been...  Look, we're not 
perfect. Nobody could say they're perfect in terms 
of the way that they're thinking about diverse 
media, the way that they're thinking about 
supporting more Black and brown and LGBTQ 
media companies and properties, but you have to 
start somewhere, and you just have to start doing 
things, and that's what we're trying to do. You don't 
have to have everything figured out. Let's just start 
doing stuff and see where it goes. 

JS: Who do you go to for inspiration in this space, 
Andrea, your son, perhaps? And talk a bit more 
maybe about that and anyone else who's inspired 
you.
 
AB: Yeah, absolutely. I bounce so many things off of 
Drew, and he's been a huge inspiration for me. One 
of my best friends in the world is one of the most 
incredible women that I've ever met. Her name is 
Thasunda Duckett. She's the new CEO of 
TIAA-CREF. She's only the second Black female 
CEO in America right now. She has been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me, she's been 
an incredible source of love, learning, and she's 
somebody that I have really wonderfully candid 
conversations with. Another has been somebody 
who's been a friend of mine for, I guess, probably 
20 years... I'm aging myself here. Steve Stoute, 
who's the CEO of Translation. Steve and I have 
known each other forever. We did some incredible 
work together back in our old Chevy days. And 
Steve's been somebody that I think has changed 
the model on so many industries, and he's always 
an incredible source of the truth, and he's been an 
incredible source of inspiration for me over the last 
15 months or so. 

JS: Last question, what's your advice to other 
CMOs—pragmatic advice as they seek to make 
progress within their organization,  with their 
brands, with their company, with society on DE&I? 

AB: I tell everybody the same thing: Think like a 

human. If you don't have the right information to 
inform your decision, seek it out, go talk to people 
that can bring you diverse perspectives so that you 
can make right decisions. I hinted at this a little bit 
earlier. Not every subject is the right subject for a 
brand or a company to wade in on, and you have to 
make those decisions, but if everybody just does 
something, we're going to have a very different 
world even a year from now. Empower yourself with 
information, be open-minded, learn, and I think 
now more than ever before, it's critical that a CMO 
has a really loud voice and has an important seat at 
the table, and it's really pushing on some of the 
hard issues. 

JS: That's not the last question. I have one 
follow-up because of  your answer. You talked 
about having a loud voice and picking something 
to be involved in, or a few things to be involved in.  
I'm getting that question over and over again: 
Where should I have a voice, when should I speak 
up, when should I not speak  up, where should our 
company try to make significant change? You're in 
banking, you're in financial services, I'm sure that's 
one  framework for your decisions, but how do you 
decide where  you play? 

AB: We make the decision based on things that are 
authentic to our purpose and authentic to our 
culture. I think the overdraft fees is a great example. 
It’s authentic to what we do—we're a bank—and 
authentic to our culture, that's a culture of customer 
obsession. That’s a perfect example of a place 
where we  needed to wade in on something. You 
can't be outspoken on  one issue and decide to 
take a pass on others. If you stand for  inclusiveness, 
you have to be brave enough around doing things  
that celebrate inclusivity and can't shy away from 
them. 

The whole transgender issue, I think is a great right 
issue, and you don't necessarily need to weigh into 
it by making some kind  of a PR statement. But you 
can wade into it by featuring transgender athletes 
in your marketing work or content stories  and 
telling their story. Everybody automatically kind of 
goes to, I  need to make a public statement, I need 
my CEO to go say  something, we need to do a 
press release. It doesn't always have to be that 
solution. Sometimes you can do it through actions 

that are brand acts that are way more impactful. I 
think that's how we try and decide: authentic to our 
culture, authentic to our purpose, and things that 
can make a real impact through our action. 

JS: That's a great place to leave it, Andrea. Thank 
you again for this wonderful conversation, for your 
honesty, for your insights, for your passion, for your 
sincerity. 

AB: It's always a pleasure speaking with you. 
Thanks so much, Jim, for having me on. I appreciate 
it.   

JS: That was my conversation with Andrea Brimmer. 
Here are three takeaways to think about in your 
business and life. 

First takeaway: Make sure your DE&I decisions are 
in line with your brand purpose. They should be 
authentic to your history,  authentic to your brand, 
and authentic to what your customers  care about. 

Second takeaway: DE&I starts with a diverse team. 
Ally's leadership is already diverse, and because of 
that, they understand the importance of DE&I. Also, 
as a team with a diverse background, they 
understand the best ways to implement DE&I 
across the organization and with their partners.

Third takeaway: Do what is right. Andrea and her 
team listen and react to the events happening in 
the world, and they find a way to do the right thing 
for their customers and their employees. It's always 
important to act, but what really matters is when 
you act and for the right reasons. 
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JIM STENGEL: My guests today on The CMO 
Podcast DE&I Mini-Series are Karen Ashley, the 
Associate Vice President, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at Providence Health Systems, and Melissa 
Tizon, VP National Communications, also at 
Providence. Providence is a very large nonprofit 
healthcare network. 100,000 employees—they call 
them caregivers. 52 hospitals, 800 non-acute 
healthcare facilities. Providence operates across 
seven states in the Western U.S.t

Its roots are deep. It was founded in 1859 by the 
Sisters of Providence, and its mission has not 
changed much in 173 years. Karen joined 
Providence in August 2021, and Melissa has been 
there for nearly 10 years. This is my conversation 
about DE&I at Providence and beyond with Melissa 
and Karen.

Welcome, Karen and Melissa, to The CMO Podcast 
and our  mini-series on DE&I. You are both in senior 
roles at Providence. I'd like to know how you both 
first met. Karen, why don't we start with you, and 
we'll see if Melissa's story lines up? 

KAREN ASHLEY: Sure. Thank you, Jim. And thank 
you so much for having us. It's  an honor and a 
privilege to be here. I'm so looking forward to  
today's discussion. I am a new caregiver at 
Providence, and it's interesting in this virtual work 
setting that we're in. Melissa and I actually met 
virtually back in August when I joined Providence. 
We've known each other for just right at four 
months and building a partnership, and we are 
both going to be working towards moving 
Providence's DEI efforts forward. 

JS: Melissa, do you remember it the same way? 

MELISSA TIZON: I remember it exactly the same 
way. At Providence, we made diversity, equity and 
inclusion an official priority as part of our strategic 
plan in, I think it was, February of 2020. So, we've 
been eagerly awaiting leadership, and we've been 
trying to build a leadership structure to help 
support this effort.

When Karen got hired, we were just super excited, 
and she also started in the middle of a COVID 
surge. We have 52 hospitals, and they were all just 

at the verge of capacity. Karen started at a busy 
time for our organization, but we were still 
incredibly happy when she arrived. She's really 
provided a lot of leadership, and she's got some 
really great ideas that we're excited about.

JS: Do you have plans to meet together in person 
physically at some point in the near future?  

MT: I definitely hope so. And we can arrange that. 
We can actually go into the office in small groups. I 
hope to do that soon.

JS: What kinds of things do you two work on 
together? Melissa,  why don't we start with you?   
    
MT: I'll just bring up one thing, but there are many 
things that we have on the agenda. One of them is 
that we're working on what we're calling a caregiver 
value. At Providence, we're a healthcare system, 
and we call all of our employees caregivers, 
whether they work at the bedside and deliver 
patient care or  not. We believe everybody 
ultimately is supporting the work of  patients, so 
that's why we call ourselves caregivers. 

We're working on what we're calling a ‘caregiver 
value proposition’ to really define what it means, 
what the experience is for caregivers, what it means 
to work at Providence. Part of that has to do with 
defining our statement around diversity, equity and 
inclusion. That's one of the initial things that Karen 
and I met about and talked about. 

As she goes out and does a listening tour and really 
understands caregivers, we'll start to evolve that 
statement, but we really feel like we need to have a 
strong statement. In this environment, we have such 
a workforce shortage of healthcare  workers that we 
really need to make sure that we're being  inclusive 
and reaching out to everyone in our communities 
to help support our work. 

JS: I love that you call everyone caregivers, even if 
they're not in a  primary care role. I think that's 
beautiful. Do you talk about  that in your team 
meetings, in your performance discussions, in  your 
career planning? Tell me a little bit about how 
caregiver comes to life in your culture. Karen, why 
don't I start with you? I know, Melissa, you've been 
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there a lot longer, but, Karen,  you're relatively new. 
You're seeing this with fresh eyes. Tell us more 
about it. 

KA: I love it as well, Jim. It's different for me, being 
accustomed to referring to employees as 
employees in all the previous organizations in 
which I've worked, but there's something about the 
word caregiver that just gives your work even all the 
more meaning. There's this innate feeling that, "Oh, 
my goodness. I'm not just an employee. I'm actually 
taking care of people." 

As Melissa said, whether I'm at the bedside, 
whether I'm sitting at a desk, whether I'm sitting 
behind a computer in virtual meetings, at the end 
of the day, my role, I'm responsible—all  120,000 of 
us—for taking care of people and giving that care to 
people. It has a little bit of a different meaning than 
employee, if you will. 

JS: Melissa, how does it come to life within the 
culture in terms of, as I said, performance reviews, 
career planning, etc.? 

MT: It's really become part of our culture, this word 
caregiver. For managers, we don't call them 
managers. We call them core leaders. That's part of 
our vernacular. We rolled out the term caregiver 
and core leader, I think it was in 2014, and it was a 
change for our organization. We did get a little bit 
of pushback from physicians who didn't want to be 
called caregivers. But we really were strong in the 
rollout, and the vast majority of people embraced 
the term because they understood. 

We're a very mission-driven organization. We like to 
say that we sit at the intersection of innovation and 
compassion. Caregiver really fits with that 
compassion part of the job, and it helps us to 
remember to stay focused on our mission. No 
matter what you do in the organization, it's all about 
getting care to the patient and serving the patient. 

Everything in our organization, you will almost 
never see the word employee anywhere. Even in 
our performance evaluations, all of that, it's all 
called caregiver performance and development 
conversations. Everything uses that word. It's very, 
very intrinsic in our organization. 

JS: We'll move from caregiving to our topic of the 
day, which is DE&I, and of course, they are related. 
I'd like to start with each of you sharing a story from 
your life on why these three words—diversity, equity, 
inclusion—are meaningful to you in your work and in 
your life. Melissa, let's start with you, and then we'll 
move to Karen. 

MT: I'm the daughter of immigrants. My parents  
immigrated from the Philippines in the late 1960s. 
They were part of this wave of immigration from the 
Philippines of Filipino nurses and doctors. When 
they moved here to pursue a profession and to give 
their children a better life, they really wanted me to 
go into healthcare as well. 

But I was a journalist. I knew at a young age that I 
was a writer and a journalist by background. I went 
to journalism school and did that for a little bit. But I 
realized I really wanted to be part of a not-for-profit 
organization, and that's when I got hired at a health 
system in Seattle called Swedish. I started out there 
as a writer and just moved up in the organization. 
I've been doing healthcare communications for 
more than 20 years at this point.
 
Diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me 
because, being Filipino, Filipinos make up such a 
huge part of the healthcare workforce. They really 
drive nursing, as an example, and physical therapy 
and environmental services. And so much of the 
healthcare workforce is incredibly diverse. I really 
want to make sure that I'm supporting making it 
easier for them to do their work, even if they might 
not speak English as a first language, but just 
respecting the diversity. Also respecting the fact 
that they reflect the communities that we serve 
because our communities are incredibly diverse, 
and that's really important to us. That's why 
diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me. 

JS: Karen, I'd like to hear your story. You've been 
involved in DE&I in many organizations for many 

years. Please tell us why these three words are so 
meaningful to you and you've committed so much 
of your life to that. 

KA: I will tell you, growing up in San Antonio with a 
large Hispanic population and then also with 
military parents, there was always this exposure to 
people who didn't look like me, and always 
growing up in a family where everyone was 
welcome. My mom's house, our house was the 
Sunday fellowship place for football. It was Dallas 
Cowboys and whomever they were playing. 

I grew up in this environment where I was 
accustomed to having different people around me. 
As I got older and began to see that the outside 
world doesn't really work or operate like my family 
did, and the things that I experienced growing up, 
those were not the same things that people who 
didn't look like me, and then those who look like 
me, didn't really experience. 

It became important for me just seeing the beauty 
of what it could be, what the potential could be of 
all different types of  people coming together and 
loving on each other, supporting each other, 
encouraging each other, what really that could look 
like. As I moved into the business world, it felt like a 
natural fit for me to be involved in this work, to lead 
this work.  

I share this story with people all the time. Having 
grown up in San Antonio with a large Hispanic 
population, I did not see that many people who 
looked like me, that many Black people, but moving 
to Atlanta, oh, my goodness. That was the 
encouragement that I needed and confidence that I 
needed to  really begin to thrive in this work. Living 
in Atlanta showed me the possibilities to see Black 
people owning their own businesses, to see Black 
people in senior leadership roles, to see Black 
people leading cities, serving as mayors and city 
council members, as judges. 

I needed to see that for my own edification, like I 
said, and confidence. The 17 years spent in Atlanta 
really solidified for me this is the work that I should 
be doing. And then, of course, always comes, 
"Okay, but you can't stay here and do it just here." 
The calling, it was to Ohio next. Oh my goodness, 

that was like night and day moving from Atlanta, 
Georgia to Columbus, Ohio. 

But still, the roots were there. The values were there. 
The base was there. Everything that I needed to 
really begin to do this work regardless of the 
organization, regardless of the geographic territory 
was there. I think that came from growing up and all 
that I saw and what was instilled in me as a child. 

JS: You both talked about family and early 
experiences. I think that's so fundamental. My 
mother passed away not long ago,  and at her 
service, so many people stood up and said, "The  
kitchen door was always open. There was always a 
seat at the  table. The table was round, 24/7. If you 
needed a cookie, a  glass, some milk, a snack, or a 
conversation, the door was  always open.” And 
that's the most beautiful thing anyone I think can 
say about anyone's life. 

KA: Indeed. 

JS: Tell me a bit about where you are focusing right 
now, of all the opportunities we have. Melissa, let's 
start with you and then go to Karen. If I stepped into 
your organization and talked to half a dozen 
people, what would they tell me the focus is? 

MT: In February of 2020, as I mentioned, we 
established our social responsibility platform, and 
the first priority in that platform was DEI. The 
second one is climate. In terms of social 
responsibility and social justice, those were our 
most important things. This was right before the 
pandemic, when our senior leadership established 
that as our priorities.
 
A few months later, there was the death of George 
Floyd, and I think that just shook everybody to their 
core. It really mobilized us even further as an 
organization, even though we had already 
established it as a priority. Another thing we did is 
we committed $50 million over five years to health 
equity to make sure that everybody has the same 
chance at having a healthy life.
 
We have a team that's working on that across our 
organization, and it's been remarkable to see the 
kind of work that they're doing. They've engaged 

community workers, people who are part of these 
diverse communities, and put them through 
training and education so that they can be liaisons 
in the community—to help connect people who are 
in communities that may not have as much 
connection to the healthcare system, to us—building 
that trust and building those relationships. It’s been 
incredible to see the kind of work that's being done 
through programs like that. 

JS: Karen, you've been at the company a few 
months, and DE&I was part of the strategic plan, 
which Melissa just talked about. This was put into 
the plan about a year and a half ago. So, Karen, tell 
me, what bearing did that have on you to take this 
job, and where are you focusing in your first few 
months as the  Associate VP of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion? 

KA: Going through the selection process, I 
participated, oh, my goodness, in probably six or 
seven interviews. By the sixth interview, the final 
interview, I was convinced that Providence was 
committed to the work of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, hands down. That was not a question for 
me. As I step into this role and as I've done with 
other companies, and I shared this during my 
interview, is that it's important for me to come in 
and to listen, to assess and to listen. 

As Melissa mentioned a little bit earlier at the top of 
our conversation, in January, I am launching a 
system-wide DEI listening tour. I will be on the road 
for a few months and plan to visit each one of our 
regions. I'm going to cover our entire footprint. I'm 
going to have conversations with core leaders, and 
individual contributors, and our CRG, Caregiver 
Resource Group members about the state of 
diversity, equity and inclusion from their 
perspective. 

I'm going to use this feedback, Jim, to further build 

out our multi-year DEI strategy that will bring all of 
the work that's  being done at the regions and in 
our lines of business together  so that we can 
ensure we have a north star and that we are all 
moving in the same direction. Of course, leaving 
room and  flexibility for the regions to still do the 
work that needs to be done to meet the needs of 
their particular work environments, but at the same 
time, getting us all on the same page. 

I think it's important, as I've learned doing this work 
over the years, that the strategy should represent 
the voices of, in our case, our caregivers. We want 
to make sure we are doing the work that our 
caregivers feel we should do. To be quite honest, 
the listening tour gives them some skin in the 
game, because they have a voice that will be 
represented in the strategy. That is going to be my 
initial focus is getting out, listening, talking with our 
caregivers, and getting from them where they think 
we are and what they think we should be doing. 

JS: That's terrific. I'd like you to reflect a bit on the 
interviews you spoke about as you were deciding to 
join  Providence. What were the signals that you 
saw that said, "This is an organization that's taking 
this seriously and is committed and one I want to 
join"? 

KA: It's amazing that even in this virtual setting, 
there was a connection. There was a connection 
with everyone who I interviewed with, to be quite 
frank. There was a genuineness in every interview. 
You could tell there was sincerity about the 
caregivers at Providence. And also there was this ... 
How can I say it? There was this vulnerability about 
this work of diversity, equity and inclusion. There 
was honesty in terms of where Providence is, the 
great work that's been done, and the work that 
everyone who I interviewed with said needs to 
continue. 

I appreciated that, that there was not this, "We're 
perfect. We've got everything right." There were 
some, "We need some help." There was actual, "We 
need some help. We recognize it, and that's why we 
want to make sure that we're going to get this 
position filled." I could appreciate that. 

JS: Melissa, I want to turn to you. You've been at the 

company about 10 years, and you've been a 
communications leader at this remarkable company 
for a long time. How is the voice of Providence 
today on DE&I different from what it was 10 years 
ago when you joined, and why is it different?
 
MT: I believe we are very vocal on this issue—and 
that wasn't always the case—because we take public 
stands on things, which we didn't before. I think it 
was in about 2017 when we really started feeling 
the need to speak out. It happened with, if you 
remember, the demonstrations in Charlottesville, 
where there was this element of white supremacy at 
those demonstrations. Our CEO, at that time, felt 
the need to speak out on that. He put out a 
personal message about what it meant for him. His 
father is Jewish, and his father's entire family was 
sent to Auschwitz. His father was the only person 
who survived. It was at a time when healthcare 
organizations didn't feel the need to speak out on 
things like that, but it really is part of our values. 

We have been vocal on things, and it's not political 
for us. Like things that are happening at the border 
now, and even a few years ago, our pediatricians 
were really concerned about what that means for 
the health of those children. We've been very vocal 
about it. I hope that answers your question. But it's 
not that the voice has changed. It's just that we've 
made our voice louder because we feel like we 
have to speak up for the needs of those who are 
vulnerable, people who don't have a voice. 

JS: I think your sisters, who started this organization 
in 1859, would agree with that. Karen, before 
coming to Providence, you've had deep experience 
in leading DE&I in heavy infrastructure companies 
at  Georgia Power, Ashland Energy, San Antonio 
Water System. What did you learn in those 
experiences that you have brought to Providence? 

KA: One of the things that I've learned, and it's so 
important, is that in doing this work, you have to 
meet companies where they are. Personally, there's 
such passion about wanting to move this work 
forward and wanting to see change overnight. The 
reality is that it doesn't work like that. I've learned, 
over the course of my career, the importance of 
stepping into organizations, learning the culture, 
building the relationships, learning the history of 

the company, getting familiar with how comfortable 
the leaders are with leading this work. 

I'm a firm believer, Jim, that so goes the leadership, 
so goes the fill-in-the-blank—the family, the church, 
the company, the department, the team. I've 
learned through experience, through bumps and 
bruises, if you will, that I can't take a company too 
fast. It doesn't work. I can't take the company too 
slow. That's not the answer either. It's finding the 
right balance. It's finding the right pace. It's finding 
what the organization will respond to and really 
where the organization is at any given time and 
knowing when to push, knowing when to step back. 
That's what makes this work so fascinating, but I 
would say that's probably one of the biggest things 
that I've learned. And then, also is understanding 
that companies are where they are. We love to think 
that companies would be beyond where they are 
today. Again, as I said earlier, that this role, this work 
would not even be needed in 2021, but that's not 
the case. 

So, accepting that this is where we are and bringing 
the skill sets, the leadership—the leadership 
experience needed to do this work is what it's all 
about. Also, I would say this: What I've learned in 
working in so many companies is that you have to 
accept people for who they are and all that they 
bring to the table. We would think that even now, 
this day and time, that people would be further 
along in some of their thinking about DE&I, but 
that's not always the case. 

To be able to say in leading this work, "It's okay, 
Karen." People are where they are. Accept that. Do 
all that you can to help bring them along, and if you 
can't, it's all right. Just keep moving. Don't judge 
people. Don't even necessarily try to change 
people. Just do the work. Do the work and know 
that people will come along, and things will come 
along.

Those have been some hard lessons for me, but I 
think that's a lot of what this work is all about: 
accepting people for who they are and 
understanding that you just have to meet 
organizations where they are. 

MT: This is the reason why we were so excited when 
Karen came along, just because she understands 
that not everybody is in the same place when it 
comes to DE&I. We have a caregiver population of 
120,000 people. You can't expect everybody to be 
super-advanced in their thinking about DEI. Some 
people don't really understand why this is a priority. 
We're seeing that there's a range of where people 
are. Like Karen said, we're trying to bring people 
along, accept them without judgment, but really 
help people see how this is lined up with our 
values, and why it's a business imperative, and how 
we should be treating each other. It's such an 
important part of the work. 

JS: When I have you two back on next year at this 
time, or maybe two years from this time, what are 
the signals, both qualitative and quantitative, that 
you're making progress? Melissa first and then 
Karen. 

MT: Quantitative, I think the number of people that 
we've served from diverse communities will be a 
really big indicator. Since we started this work, our 
Health Equity Group has served half a million 
individuals. I anticipate by this time next year, it'll be 
at least double that amount. I think that'll be a really 
key indicator. And Karen, I'll turn it over to you for 
your thoughts as well. 

KA: I would say definitely as we begin to see our 
representation in leadership begin to evolve, and 
as we begin to see the pipeline of talent, diverse 
talent, begin to further increase, I think that those 
would be some key measures for us of success. As 
we begin to hear more and more leaders talk about 
diversity, equity and inclusion and the work that we 
are doing, that is a huge measure of success. 

So many times in organizations, leaders don't feel 
comfortable having conversations about DEI. And 
again, back to my belief, so goes the leadership, so 
goes the company. One of the things that I want to 
make sure we do is that we focus in on our 
leadership, giving our leadership the tools they 
need to be able to lead diverse teams. That would 
be a measure of success. 

As we begin to see more and more leaders 
stepping up and taking on the courageous 
leadership that is needed to do this work, as we see 
more and more leaders step out of their comfort 
zones, leading in a different way, that will be 
another huge measure of success for us. Those are 
some of the things, Jim, that I think next year and 
the year beyond as we come back…Maybe we 
even have a leader on to talk about his or her 
journey, where they were maybe today in 2021 and 
where they are in 2022. 

JS: That's a great idea. What companies or people 
or industries inspire you both on your journey on 
DE&I? 

KA: I've worked for one. I am so proud of the work 
that Southern Company has done and is doing 
right now, oh, my goodness, it is just tremendous. 
Having been with Southern Company 10, 12 years 
ago, and the work that we were doing at that time, 
and even before I arrived at Southern Company, the 
great work that the D&I team was doing then. E was 
not a part of the equation then. It was just diversity 
and inclusion. 

JS: Karen, what industry is that? 

KA: That is the energy industry. Southern Company 
really doubled down on developing their pipeline. 
There were roles created to target high potential 
leadership amongst underrepresented talent, roles 
that would give high potentials exposure to 
executive leadership, rotation assignments. I will 
give Southern Company credit for this as well. They 
pushed high potential talent in the sense that the 
messaging was, "We are here to support you. We 
will help develop you, but here are some of the 
things that you're going to have to do. You're going 
to have to be open to getting experiences around 
the system." 

So, it could mean that you spend time at Georgia 
Power. It could mean that you spend time in 
Alabama Power, that you spend time in Mississippi 
Power. And today, if you look at the Southern 
Company website, you see a diverse slate of talent, 
and I know some of the people who have moved 
into senior leadership roles and where they were, 
the roles that they were in when I was there several 
years ago. 

I can say I’m really proud of the work that they're 
doing—a huge investment that they made a couple 
years ago in partnership with HBCUs, a multimillion 
dollar investment. The cutting-edge leadership and 
things that they're doing, I think, is just tremendous.

JS: It's fabulous. Melissa, how about yourself? 
Inspiration? 

MT: I don't know that I have one particular 
company in mind, just because I feel like we're all 
on a journey towards this, but probably one that 
I've been paying attention to is Henry Ford, which is 
a health system in Detroit. One of our former 
strategic officers went over there and is a leader 
over there. I've been paying attention to what 
they've been doing; they have a very diverse pool 
and a really strong commitment to it. I'm still trying 
to think of anyone that stands out, but I do feel like 
we're all on a journey on this effort. 

JS: I want to close this out with a bit of advice from 
both of you. If I dropped each of you into a room of 
C-level executives from a diverse group of 
industries and ask you to share with them one, two, 
three tips for them to advance DE&I in their 
organizations, what would those tips be? Melissa, 
let's start with you and then go to Karen. 

MT: I think first, it does start with personal reflection 
and really thinking about DE&I for yourself and 
trying to understand why it's important and where 
the gaps are. I think there's that element of 
personal reflection. Then, I think once you come to 
that as a leader, you have to make it a priority within 
your organization, actually putting it into your 
strategic plan. 

Thirdly, I guess, as part of that personal reflection, is 
just really understanding it is a matter of justice, but 

it's also a business imperative. You can't function in 
business or society today without having a really 
strong, inclusive environment. Understanding how 
it impacts the business side of things is also really 
important, and it could be more of a driver for 
businesses. 

Even we're seeing with bond investors and others, 
they're putting ESG as a priority. They want to know 
what organizations are doing to address this. I think 
it's something that you can't not do in today's 
world. 

JS: An earlier guest on our DE&I Mini-Series was 
Frank Cooper at BlackRock, and he spoke exactly 
about that, how their investment criteria has shifted 
because it is the right thing to do. And it's the 
successful thing to do. Karen, last word to you, 
advice in front of a group of C-level  executives. 

KA: I would start with really doing some 
self-awareness and self-analysis, to get a journal 
and spend time in that journal, asking themselves 
questions, such as what is my diversity story? What 
do I really know about people who do or who do 
not look like me or who have not had the same 
experiences as me? What are some of my fears 
about doing this work? What are those things that I 
need to overcome to free myself to really be 
comfortable in doing this work? 

I think a lot of it starts there, and it's just personal 
one-on one time, jotting down responses to those 
questions. The next thing is taking off the suit, 
taking off the tie, and going and having 
conversations with people, caregivers, friends, 

neighbors, church members, whomever, who 
they've never had a conversation with before, to sit 
down and start having some conversations, to be 
open, to be vulnerable, to ask questions. 

I would say the other thing that's so important for 
leaders at the C-suite level is to be comfortable 
holding each other accountable and to not be 
afraid to challenge in a safe way, of course. Those 
things are important. When you start laying that 
type of groundwork, you begin to see the 
trickle-down throughout the organization of how 
this work can really be impactful. 

JS: Both of you, you've been a  huge inspiration for 
our listeners, for myself. Thank you for what you're 
doing. I would love to have you back on this show 
to talk about progress and to advance this 
conversation.  

MT: Thank you for having us, Jim. It was really fun. 

KA: Yes, Jim, thank you so much for having us, and 
we look forward to joining you next year and the 
year after. 

JS: That was my conversation with Karen and 
Melissa. Three takeaways from this wonderful 
conversation: 

First one is the importance of listening, the 
importance of a listening tour. Karen is just a few 
months into her new role at Providence, and she is 
spending several months, beginning January, 
visiting all of their locations, talking to their people, 
to get ideas, get their buy-in, get their engagement 
in the diversity, equity and inclusion strategy at 
Providence. 

Second takeaway, the importance of language. 
Providence has 120,000 people working there, and 
they do not call them employees. They do not call 
them associates. They call them caregivers. 
Everyone, whether you work behind a computer, 
whether you work in a warehouse, whether you 
work as a nurse  or doctor, you are a caregiver. 

Third takeaway, if you're sitting on a leadership 
team, Karen had the best advice regarding DE&I. 
First, keep a journal. Internalize why this is 

important for you. What's your history? What are 
your fears? What do you need to overcome? 
Second, take off  that suit and tie and get out there. 
Be among people. Get their ideas and 
engagement, and last, hold each other on your 
leadership team accountable, especially when it 
comes to a pipeline of high potential, diverse 
talent. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests today on The CMO 
Podcast DE&I Mini-Series are Karen Ashley, the 
Associate Vice President, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at Providence Health Systems, and Melissa 
Tizon, VP National Communications, also at 
Providence. Providence is a very large nonprofit 
healthcare network. 100,000 employees—they call 
them caregivers. 52 hospitals, 800 non-acute 
healthcare facilities. Providence operates across 
seven states in the Western U.S.t

Its roots are deep. It was founded in 1859 by the 
Sisters of Providence, and its mission has not 
changed much in 173 years. Karen joined 
Providence in August 2021, and Melissa has been 
there for nearly 10 years. This is my conversation 
about DE&I at Providence and beyond with Melissa 
and Karen.

Welcome, Karen and Melissa, to The CMO Podcast 
and our  mini-series on DE&I. You are both in senior 
roles at Providence. I'd like to know how you both 
first met. Karen, why don't we start with you, and 
we'll see if Melissa's story lines up? 

KAREN ASHLEY: Sure. Thank you, Jim. And thank 
you so much for having us. It's  an honor and a 
privilege to be here. I'm so looking forward to  
today's discussion. I am a new caregiver at 
Providence, and it's interesting in this virtual work 
setting that we're in. Melissa and I actually met 
virtually back in August when I joined Providence. 
We've known each other for just right at four 
months and building a partnership, and we are 
both going to be working towards moving 
Providence's DEI efforts forward. 

JS: Melissa, do you remember it the same way? 

MELISSA TIZON: I remember it exactly the same 
way. At Providence, we made diversity, equity and 
inclusion an official priority as part of our strategic 
plan in, I think it was, February of 2020. So, we've 
been eagerly awaiting leadership, and we've been 
trying to build a leadership structure to help 
support this effort.

When Karen got hired, we were just super excited, 
and she also started in the middle of a COVID 
surge. We have 52 hospitals, and they were all just 

at the verge of capacity. Karen started at a busy 
time for our organization, but we were still 
incredibly happy when she arrived. She's really 
provided a lot of leadership, and she's got some 
really great ideas that we're excited about.

JS: Do you have plans to meet together in person 
physically at some point in the near future?  

MT: I definitely hope so. And we can arrange that. 
We can actually go into the office in small groups. I 
hope to do that soon.

JS: What kinds of things do you two work on 
together? Melissa,  why don't we start with you?   
    
MT: I'll just bring up one thing, but there are many 
things that we have on the agenda. One of them is 
that we're working on what we're calling a caregiver 
value. At Providence, we're a healthcare system, 
and we call all of our employees caregivers, 
whether they work at the bedside and deliver 
patient care or  not. We believe everybody 
ultimately is supporting the work of  patients, so 
that's why we call ourselves caregivers. 

We're working on what we're calling a ‘caregiver 
value proposition’ to really define what it means, 
what the experience is for caregivers, what it means 
to work at Providence. Part of that has to do with 
defining our statement around diversity, equity and 
inclusion. That's one of the initial things that Karen 
and I met about and talked about. 

As she goes out and does a listening tour and really 
understands caregivers, we'll start to evolve that 
statement, but we really feel like we need to have a 
strong statement. In this environment, we have such 
a workforce shortage of healthcare  workers that we 
really need to make sure that we're being  inclusive 
and reaching out to everyone in our communities 
to help support our work. 

JS: I love that you call everyone caregivers, even if 
they're not in a  primary care role. I think that's 
beautiful. Do you talk about  that in your team 
meetings, in your performance discussions, in  your 
career planning? Tell me a little bit about how 
caregiver comes to life in your culture. Karen, why 
don't I start with you? I know, Melissa, you've been 
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there a lot longer, but, Karen,  you're relatively new. 
You're seeing this with fresh eyes. Tell us more 
about it. 

KA: I love it as well, Jim. It's different for me, being 
accustomed to referring to employees as 
employees in all the previous organizations in 
which I've worked, but there's something about the 
word caregiver that just gives your work even all the 
more meaning. There's this innate feeling that, "Oh, 
my goodness. I'm not just an employee. I'm actually 
taking care of people." 

As Melissa said, whether I'm at the bedside, 
whether I'm sitting at a desk, whether I'm sitting 
behind a computer in virtual meetings, at the end 
of the day, my role, I'm responsible—all  120,000 of 
us—for taking care of people and giving that care to 
people. It has a little bit of a different meaning than 
employee, if you will. 

JS: Melissa, how does it come to life within the 
culture in terms of, as I said, performance reviews, 
career planning, etc.? 

MT: It's really become part of our culture, this word 
caregiver. For managers, we don't call them 
managers. We call them core leaders. That's part of 
our vernacular. We rolled out the term caregiver 
and core leader, I think it was in 2014, and it was a 
change for our organization. We did get a little bit 
of pushback from physicians who didn't want to be 
called caregivers. But we really were strong in the 
rollout, and the vast majority of people embraced 
the term because they understood. 

We're a very mission-driven organization. We like to 
say that we sit at the intersection of innovation and 
compassion. Caregiver really fits with that 
compassion part of the job, and it helps us to 
remember to stay focused on our mission. No 
matter what you do in the organization, it's all about 
getting care to the patient and serving the patient. 

Everything in our organization, you will almost 
never see the word employee anywhere. Even in 
our performance evaluations, all of that, it's all 
called caregiver performance and development 
conversations. Everything uses that word. It's very, 
very intrinsic in our organization. 

JS: We'll move from caregiving to our topic of the 
day, which is DE&I, and of course, they are related. 
I'd like to start with each of you sharing a story from 
your life on why these three words—diversity, equity, 
inclusion—are meaningful to you in your work and in 
your life. Melissa, let's start with you, and then we'll 
move to Karen. 

MT: I'm the daughter of immigrants. My parents  
immigrated from the Philippines in the late 1960s. 
They were part of this wave of immigration from the 
Philippines of Filipino nurses and doctors. When 
they moved here to pursue a profession and to give 
their children a better life, they really wanted me to 
go into healthcare as well. 

But I was a journalist. I knew at a young age that I 
was a writer and a journalist by background. I went 
to journalism school and did that for a little bit. But I 
realized I really wanted to be part of a not-for-profit 
organization, and that's when I got hired at a health 
system in Seattle called Swedish. I started out there 
as a writer and just moved up in the organization. 
I've been doing healthcare communications for 
more than 20 years at this point.
 
Diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me 
because, being Filipino, Filipinos make up such a 
huge part of the healthcare workforce. They really 
drive nursing, as an example, and physical therapy 
and environmental services. And so much of the 
healthcare workforce is incredibly diverse. I really 
want to make sure that I'm supporting making it 
easier for them to do their work, even if they might 
not speak English as a first language, but just 
respecting the diversity. Also respecting the fact 
that they reflect the communities that we serve 
because our communities are incredibly diverse, 
and that's really important to us. That's why 
diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me. 

JS: Karen, I'd like to hear your story. You've been 
involved in DE&I in many organizations for many 

years. Please tell us why these three words are so 
meaningful to you and you've committed so much 
of your life to that. 

KA: I will tell you, growing up in San Antonio with a 
large Hispanic population and then also with 
military parents, there was always this exposure to 
people who didn't look like me, and always 
growing up in a family where everyone was 
welcome. My mom's house, our house was the 
Sunday fellowship place for football. It was Dallas 
Cowboys and whomever they were playing. 

I grew up in this environment where I was 
accustomed to having different people around me. 
As I got older and began to see that the outside 
world doesn't really work or operate like my family 
did, and the things that I experienced growing up, 
those were not the same things that people who 
didn't look like me, and then those who look like 
me, didn't really experience. 

It became important for me just seeing the beauty 
of what it could be, what the potential could be of 
all different types of  people coming together and 
loving on each other, supporting each other, 
encouraging each other, what really that could look 
like. As I moved into the business world, it felt like a 
natural fit for me to be involved in this work, to lead 
this work.  

I share this story with people all the time. Having 
grown up in San Antonio with a large Hispanic 
population, I did not see that many people who 
looked like me, that many Black people, but moving 
to Atlanta, oh, my goodness. That was the 
encouragement that I needed and confidence that I 
needed to  really begin to thrive in this work. Living 
in Atlanta showed me the possibilities to see Black 
people owning their own businesses, to see Black 
people in senior leadership roles, to see Black 
people leading cities, serving as mayors and city 
council members, as judges. 

I needed to see that for my own edification, like I 
said, and confidence. The 17 years spent in Atlanta 
really solidified for me this is the work that I should 
be doing. And then, of course, always comes, 
"Okay, but you can't stay here and do it just here." 
The calling, it was to Ohio next. Oh my goodness, 

that was like night and day moving from Atlanta, 
Georgia to Columbus, Ohio. 

But still, the roots were there. The values were there. 
The base was there. Everything that I needed to 
really begin to do this work regardless of the 
organization, regardless of the geographic territory 
was there. I think that came from growing up and all 
that I saw and what was instilled in me as a child. 

JS: You both talked about family and early 
experiences. I think that's so fundamental. My 
mother passed away not long ago,  and at her 
service, so many people stood up and said, "The  
kitchen door was always open. There was always a 
seat at the  table. The table was round, 24/7. If you 
needed a cookie, a  glass, some milk, a snack, or a 
conversation, the door was  always open.” And 
that's the most beautiful thing anyone I think can 
say about anyone's life. 

KA: Indeed. 

JS: Tell me a bit about where you are focusing right 
now, of all the opportunities we have. Melissa, let's 
start with you and then go to Karen. If I stepped into 
your organization and talked to half a dozen 
people, what would they tell me the focus is? 

MT: In February of 2020, as I mentioned, we 
established our social responsibility platform, and 
the first priority in that platform was DEI. The 
second one is climate. In terms of social 
responsibility and social justice, those were our 
most important things. This was right before the 
pandemic, when our senior leadership established 
that as our priorities.
 
A few months later, there was the death of George 
Floyd, and I think that just shook everybody to their 
core. It really mobilized us even further as an 
organization, even though we had already 
established it as a priority. Another thing we did is 
we committed $50 million over five years to health 
equity to make sure that everybody has the same 
chance at having a healthy life.
 
We have a team that's working on that across our 
organization, and it's been remarkable to see the 
kind of work that they're doing. They've engaged 

community workers, people who are part of these 
diverse communities, and put them through 
training and education so that they can be liaisons 
in the community—to help connect people who are 
in communities that may not have as much 
connection to the healthcare system, to us—building 
that trust and building those relationships. It’s been 
incredible to see the kind of work that's being done 
through programs like that. 

JS: Karen, you've been at the company a few 
months, and DE&I was part of the strategic plan, 
which Melissa just talked about. This was put into 
the plan about a year and a half ago. So, Karen, tell 
me, what bearing did that have on you to take this 
job, and where are you focusing in your first few 
months as the  Associate VP of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion? 

KA: Going through the selection process, I 
participated, oh, my goodness, in probably six or 
seven interviews. By the sixth interview, the final 
interview, I was convinced that Providence was 
committed to the work of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, hands down. That was not a question for 
me. As I step into this role and as I've done with 
other companies, and I shared this during my 
interview, is that it's important for me to come in 
and to listen, to assess and to listen. 

As Melissa mentioned a little bit earlier at the top of 
our conversation, in January, I am launching a 
system-wide DEI listening tour. I will be on the road 
for a few months and plan to visit each one of our 
regions. I'm going to cover our entire footprint. I'm 
going to have conversations with core leaders, and 
individual contributors, and our CRG, Caregiver 
Resource Group members about the state of 
diversity, equity and inclusion from their 
perspective. 

I'm going to use this feedback, Jim, to further build 

out our multi-year DEI strategy that will bring all of 
the work that's  being done at the regions and in 
our lines of business together  so that we can 
ensure we have a north star and that we are all 
moving in the same direction. Of course, leaving 
room and  flexibility for the regions to still do the 
work that needs to be done to meet the needs of 
their particular work environments, but at the same 
time, getting us all on the same page. 

I think it's important, as I've learned doing this work 
over the years, that the strategy should represent 
the voices of, in our case, our caregivers. We want 
to make sure we are doing the work that our 
caregivers feel we should do. To be quite honest, 
the listening tour gives them some skin in the 
game, because they have a voice that will be 
represented in the strategy. That is going to be my 
initial focus is getting out, listening, talking with our 
caregivers, and getting from them where they think 
we are and what they think we should be doing. 

JS: That's terrific. I'd like you to reflect a bit on the 
interviews you spoke about as you were deciding to 
join  Providence. What were the signals that you 
saw that said, "This is an organization that's taking 
this seriously and is committed and one I want to 
join"? 

KA: It's amazing that even in this virtual setting, 
there was a connection. There was a connection 
with everyone who I interviewed with, to be quite 
frank. There was a genuineness in every interview. 
You could tell there was sincerity about the 
caregivers at Providence. And also there was this ... 
How can I say it? There was this vulnerability about 
this work of diversity, equity and inclusion. There 
was honesty in terms of where Providence is, the 
great work that's been done, and the work that 
everyone who I interviewed with said needs to 
continue. 

I appreciated that, that there was not this, "We're 
perfect. We've got everything right." There were 
some, "We need some help." There was actual, "We 
need some help. We recognize it, and that's why we 
want to make sure that we're going to get this 
position filled." I could appreciate that. 

JS: Melissa, I want to turn to you. You've been at the 

company about 10 years, and you've been a 
communications leader at this remarkable company 
for a long time. How is the voice of Providence 
today on DE&I different from what it was 10 years 
ago when you joined, and why is it different?
 
MT: I believe we are very vocal on this issue—and 
that wasn't always the case—because we take public 
stands on things, which we didn't before. I think it 
was in about 2017 when we really started feeling 
the need to speak out. It happened with, if you 
remember, the demonstrations in Charlottesville, 
where there was this element of white supremacy at 
those demonstrations. Our CEO, at that time, felt 
the need to speak out on that. He put out a 
personal message about what it meant for him. His 
father is Jewish, and his father's entire family was 
sent to Auschwitz. His father was the only person 
who survived. It was at a time when healthcare 
organizations didn't feel the need to speak out on 
things like that, but it really is part of our values. 

We have been vocal on things, and it's not political 
for us. Like things that are happening at the border 
now, and even a few years ago, our pediatricians 
were really concerned about what that means for 
the health of those children. We've been very vocal 
about it. I hope that answers your question. But it's 
not that the voice has changed. It's just that we've 
made our voice louder because we feel like we 
have to speak up for the needs of those who are 
vulnerable, people who don't have a voice. 

JS: I think your sisters, who started this organization 
in 1859, would agree with that. Karen, before 
coming to Providence, you've had deep experience 
in leading DE&I in heavy infrastructure companies 
at  Georgia Power, Ashland Energy, San Antonio 
Water System. What did you learn in those 
experiences that you have brought to Providence? 

KA: One of the things that I've learned, and it's so 
important, is that in doing this work, you have to 
meet companies where they are. Personally, there's 
such passion about wanting to move this work 
forward and wanting to see change overnight. The 
reality is that it doesn't work like that. I've learned, 
over the course of my career, the importance of 
stepping into organizations, learning the culture, 
building the relationships, learning the history of 

the company, getting familiar with how comfortable 
the leaders are with leading this work. 

I'm a firm believer, Jim, that so goes the leadership, 
so goes the fill-in-the-blank—the family, the church, 
the company, the department, the team. I've 
learned through experience, through bumps and 
bruises, if you will, that I can't take a company too 
fast. It doesn't work. I can't take the company too 
slow. That's not the answer either. It's finding the 
right balance. It's finding the right pace. It's finding 
what the organization will respond to and really 
where the organization is at any given time and 
knowing when to push, knowing when to step back. 
That's what makes this work so fascinating, but I 
would say that's probably one of the biggest things 
that I've learned. And then, also is understanding 
that companies are where they are. We love to think 
that companies would be beyond where they are 
today. Again, as I said earlier, that this role, this work 
would not even be needed in 2021, but that's not 
the case. 

So, accepting that this is where we are and bringing 
the skill sets, the leadership—the leadership 
experience needed to do this work is what it's all 
about. Also, I would say this: What I've learned in 
working in so many companies is that you have to 
accept people for who they are and all that they 
bring to the table. We would think that even now, 
this day and time, that people would be further 
along in some of their thinking about DE&I, but 
that's not always the case. 

To be able to say in leading this work, "It's okay, 
Karen." People are where they are. Accept that. Do 
all that you can to help bring them along, and if you 
can't, it's all right. Just keep moving. Don't judge 
people. Don't even necessarily try to change 
people. Just do the work. Do the work and know 
that people will come along, and things will come 
along.

Those have been some hard lessons for me, but I 
think that's a lot of what this work is all about: 
accepting people for who they are and 
understanding that you just have to meet 
organizations where they are. 

MT: This is the reason why we were so excited when 
Karen came along, just because she understands 
that not everybody is in the same place when it 
comes to DE&I. We have a caregiver population of 
120,000 people. You can't expect everybody to be 
super-advanced in their thinking about DEI. Some 
people don't really understand why this is a priority. 
We're seeing that there's a range of where people 
are. Like Karen said, we're trying to bring people 
along, accept them without judgment, but really 
help people see how this is lined up with our 
values, and why it's a business imperative, and how 
we should be treating each other. It's such an 
important part of the work. 

JS: When I have you two back on next year at this 
time, or maybe two years from this time, what are 
the signals, both qualitative and quantitative, that 
you're making progress? Melissa first and then 
Karen. 

MT: Quantitative, I think the number of people that 
we've served from diverse communities will be a 
really big indicator. Since we started this work, our 
Health Equity Group has served half a million 
individuals. I anticipate by this time next year, it'll be 
at least double that amount. I think that'll be a really 
key indicator. And Karen, I'll turn it over to you for 
your thoughts as well. 

KA: I would say definitely as we begin to see our 
representation in leadership begin to evolve, and 
as we begin to see the pipeline of talent, diverse 
talent, begin to further increase, I think that those 
would be some key measures for us of success. As 
we begin to hear more and more leaders talk about 
diversity, equity and inclusion and the work that we 
are doing, that is a huge measure of success. 

So many times in organizations, leaders don't feel 
comfortable having conversations about DEI. And 
again, back to my belief, so goes the leadership, so 
goes the company. One of the things that I want to 
make sure we do is that we focus in on our 
leadership, giving our leadership the tools they 
need to be able to lead diverse teams. That would 
be a measure of success. 

As we begin to see more and more leaders 
stepping up and taking on the courageous 
leadership that is needed to do this work, as we see 
more and more leaders step out of their comfort 
zones, leading in a different way, that will be 
another huge measure of success for us. Those are 
some of the things, Jim, that I think next year and 
the year beyond as we come back…Maybe we 
even have a leader on to talk about his or her 
journey, where they were maybe today in 2021 and 
where they are in 2022. 

JS: That's a great idea. What companies or people 
or industries inspire you both on your journey on 
DE&I? 

KA: I've worked for one. I am so proud of the work 
that Southern Company has done and is doing 
right now, oh, my goodness, it is just tremendous. 
Having been with Southern Company 10, 12 years 
ago, and the work that we were doing at that time, 
and even before I arrived at Southern Company, the 
great work that the D&I team was doing then. E was 
not a part of the equation then. It was just diversity 
and inclusion. 

JS: Karen, what industry is that? 

KA: That is the energy industry. Southern Company 
really doubled down on developing their pipeline. 
There were roles created to target high potential 
leadership amongst underrepresented talent, roles 
that would give high potentials exposure to 
executive leadership, rotation assignments. I will 
give Southern Company credit for this as well. They 
pushed high potential talent in the sense that the 
messaging was, "We are here to support you. We 
will help develop you, but here are some of the 
things that you're going to have to do. You're going 
to have to be open to getting experiences around 
the system." 

So, it could mean that you spend time at Georgia 
Power. It could mean that you spend time in 
Alabama Power, that you spend time in Mississippi 
Power. And today, if you look at the Southern 
Company website, you see a diverse slate of talent, 
and I know some of the people who have moved 
into senior leadership roles and where they were, 
the roles that they were in when I was there several 
years ago. 

I can say I’m really proud of the work that they're 
doing—a huge investment that they made a couple 
years ago in partnership with HBCUs, a multimillion 
dollar investment. The cutting-edge leadership and 
things that they're doing, I think, is just tremendous.

JS: It's fabulous. Melissa, how about yourself? 
Inspiration? 

MT: I don't know that I have one particular 
company in mind, just because I feel like we're all 
on a journey towards this, but probably one that 
I've been paying attention to is Henry Ford, which is 
a health system in Detroit. One of our former 
strategic officers went over there and is a leader 
over there. I've been paying attention to what 
they've been doing; they have a very diverse pool 
and a really strong commitment to it. I'm still trying 
to think of anyone that stands out, but I do feel like 
we're all on a journey on this effort. 

JS: I want to close this out with a bit of advice from 
both of you. If I dropped each of you into a room of 
C-level executives from a diverse group of 
industries and ask you to share with them one, two, 
three tips for them to advance DE&I in their 
organizations, what would those tips be? Melissa, 
let's start with you and then go to Karen. 

MT: I think first, it does start with personal reflection 
and really thinking about DE&I for yourself and 
trying to understand why it's important and where 
the gaps are. I think there's that element of 
personal reflection. Then, I think once you come to 
that as a leader, you have to make it a priority within 
your organization, actually putting it into your 
strategic plan. 

Thirdly, I guess, as part of that personal reflection, is 
just really understanding it is a matter of justice, but 

it's also a business imperative. You can't function in 
business or society today without having a really 
strong, inclusive environment. Understanding how 
it impacts the business side of things is also really 
important, and it could be more of a driver for 
businesses. 

Even we're seeing with bond investors and others, 
they're putting ESG as a priority. They want to know 
what organizations are doing to address this. I think 
it's something that you can't not do in today's 
world. 

JS: An earlier guest on our DE&I Mini-Series was 
Frank Cooper at BlackRock, and he spoke exactly 
about that, how their investment criteria has shifted 
because it is the right thing to do. And it's the 
successful thing to do. Karen, last word to you, 
advice in front of a group of C-level  executives. 

KA: I would start with really doing some 
self-awareness and self-analysis, to get a journal 
and spend time in that journal, asking themselves 
questions, such as what is my diversity story? What 
do I really know about people who do or who do 
not look like me or who have not had the same 
experiences as me? What are some of my fears 
about doing this work? What are those things that I 
need to overcome to free myself to really be 
comfortable in doing this work? 

I think a lot of it starts there, and it's just personal 
one-on one time, jotting down responses to those 
questions. The next thing is taking off the suit, 
taking off the tie, and going and having 
conversations with people, caregivers, friends, 

neighbors, church members, whomever, who 
they've never had a conversation with before, to sit 
down and start having some conversations, to be 
open, to be vulnerable, to ask questions. 

I would say the other thing that's so important for 
leaders at the C-suite level is to be comfortable 
holding each other accountable and to not be 
afraid to challenge in a safe way, of course. Those 
things are important. When you start laying that 
type of groundwork, you begin to see the 
trickle-down throughout the organization of how 
this work can really be impactful. 

JS: Both of you, you've been a  huge inspiration for 
our listeners, for myself. Thank you for what you're 
doing. I would love to have you back on this show 
to talk about progress and to advance this 
conversation.  

MT: Thank you for having us, Jim. It was really fun. 

KA: Yes, Jim, thank you so much for having us, and 
we look forward to joining you next year and the 
year after. 

JS: That was my conversation with Karen and 
Melissa. Three takeaways from this wonderful 
conversation: 

First one is the importance of listening, the 
importance of a listening tour. Karen is just a few 
months into her new role at Providence, and she is 
spending several months, beginning January, 
visiting all of their locations, talking to their people, 
to get ideas, get their buy-in, get their engagement 
in the diversity, equity and inclusion strategy at 
Providence. 

Second takeaway, the importance of language. 
Providence has 120,000 people working there, and 
they do not call them employees. They do not call 
them associates. They call them caregivers. 
Everyone, whether you work behind a computer, 
whether you work in a warehouse, whether you 
work as a nurse  or doctor, you are a caregiver. 

Third takeaway, if you're sitting on a leadership 
team, Karen had the best advice regarding DE&I. 
First, keep a journal. Internalize why this is 

"I'M NOT JUST AN 
EMPLOYEE. I'M ACTUALLY
TAKING CARE OF PEOPLE."

important for you. What's your history? What are 
your fears? What do you need to overcome? 
Second, take off  that suit and tie and get out there. 
Be among people. Get their ideas and 
engagement, and last, hold each other on your 
leadership team accountable, especially when it 
comes to a pipeline of high potential, diverse 
talent. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests today on The CMO 
Podcast DE&I Mini-Series are Karen Ashley, the 
Associate Vice President, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at Providence Health Systems, and Melissa 
Tizon, VP National Communications, also at 
Providence. Providence is a very large nonprofit 
healthcare network. 100,000 employees—they call 
them caregivers. 52 hospitals, 800 non-acute 
healthcare facilities. Providence operates across 
seven states in the Western U.S.t

Its roots are deep. It was founded in 1859 by the 
Sisters of Providence, and its mission has not 
changed much in 173 years. Karen joined 
Providence in August 2021, and Melissa has been 
there for nearly 10 years. This is my conversation 
about DE&I at Providence and beyond with Melissa 
and Karen.

Welcome, Karen and Melissa, to The CMO Podcast 
and our  mini-series on DE&I. You are both in senior 
roles at Providence. I'd like to know how you both 
first met. Karen, why don't we start with you, and 
we'll see if Melissa's story lines up? 

KAREN ASHLEY: Sure. Thank you, Jim. And thank 
you so much for having us. It's  an honor and a 
privilege to be here. I'm so looking forward to  
today's discussion. I am a new caregiver at 
Providence, and it's interesting in this virtual work 
setting that we're in. Melissa and I actually met 
virtually back in August when I joined Providence. 
We've known each other for just right at four 
months and building a partnership, and we are 
both going to be working towards moving 
Providence's DEI efforts forward. 

JS: Melissa, do you remember it the same way? 

MELISSA TIZON: I remember it exactly the same 
way. At Providence, we made diversity, equity and 
inclusion an official priority as part of our strategic 
plan in, I think it was, February of 2020. So, we've 
been eagerly awaiting leadership, and we've been 
trying to build a leadership structure to help 
support this effort.

When Karen got hired, we were just super excited, 
and she also started in the middle of a COVID 
surge. We have 52 hospitals, and they were all just 

at the verge of capacity. Karen started at a busy 
time for our organization, but we were still 
incredibly happy when she arrived. She's really 
provided a lot of leadership, and she's got some 
really great ideas that we're excited about.

JS: Do you have plans to meet together in person 
physically at some point in the near future?  

MT: I definitely hope so. And we can arrange that. 
We can actually go into the office in small groups. I 
hope to do that soon.

JS: What kinds of things do you two work on 
together? Melissa,  why don't we start with you?   
    
MT: I'll just bring up one thing, but there are many 
things that we have on the agenda. One of them is 
that we're working on what we're calling a caregiver 
value. At Providence, we're a healthcare system, 
and we call all of our employees caregivers, 
whether they work at the bedside and deliver 
patient care or  not. We believe everybody 
ultimately is supporting the work of  patients, so 
that's why we call ourselves caregivers. 

We're working on what we're calling a ‘caregiver 
value proposition’ to really define what it means, 
what the experience is for caregivers, what it means 
to work at Providence. Part of that has to do with 
defining our statement around diversity, equity and 
inclusion. That's one of the initial things that Karen 
and I met about and talked about. 

As she goes out and does a listening tour and really 
understands caregivers, we'll start to evolve that 
statement, but we really feel like we need to have a 
strong statement. In this environment, we have such 
a workforce shortage of healthcare  workers that we 
really need to make sure that we're being  inclusive 
and reaching out to everyone in our communities 
to help support our work. 

JS: I love that you call everyone caregivers, even if 
they're not in a  primary care role. I think that's 
beautiful. Do you talk about  that in your team 
meetings, in your performance discussions, in  your 
career planning? Tell me a little bit about how 
caregiver comes to life in your culture. Karen, why 
don't I start with you? I know, Melissa, you've been 

there a lot longer, but, Karen,  you're relatively new. 
You're seeing this with fresh eyes. Tell us more 
about it. 

KA: I love it as well, Jim. It's different for me, being 
accustomed to referring to employees as 
employees in all the previous organizations in 
which I've worked, but there's something about the 
word caregiver that just gives your work even all the 
more meaning. There's this innate feeling that, "Oh, 
my goodness. I'm not just an employee. I'm actually 
taking care of people." 

As Melissa said, whether I'm at the bedside, 
whether I'm sitting at a desk, whether I'm sitting 
behind a computer in virtual meetings, at the end 
of the day, my role, I'm responsible—all  120,000 of 
us—for taking care of people and giving that care to 
people. It has a little bit of a different meaning than 
employee, if you will. 

JS: Melissa, how does it come to life within the 
culture in terms of, as I said, performance reviews, 
career planning, etc.? 

MT: It's really become part of our culture, this word 
caregiver. For managers, we don't call them 
managers. We call them core leaders. That's part of 
our vernacular. We rolled out the term caregiver 
and core leader, I think it was in 2014, and it was a 
change for our organization. We did get a little bit 
of pushback from physicians who didn't want to be 
called caregivers. But we really were strong in the 
rollout, and the vast majority of people embraced 
the term because they understood. 

We're a very mission-driven organization. We like to 
say that we sit at the intersection of innovation and 
compassion. Caregiver really fits with that 
compassion part of the job, and it helps us to 
remember to stay focused on our mission. No 
matter what you do in the organization, it's all about 
getting care to the patient and serving the patient. 

Everything in our organization, you will almost 
never see the word employee anywhere. Even in 
our performance evaluations, all of that, it's all 
called caregiver performance and development 
conversations. Everything uses that word. It's very, 
very intrinsic in our organization. 

JS: We'll move from caregiving to our topic of the 
day, which is DE&I, and of course, they are related. 
I'd like to start with each of you sharing a story from 
your life on why these three words—diversity, equity, 
inclusion—are meaningful to you in your work and in 
your life. Melissa, let's start with you, and then we'll 
move to Karen. 

MT: I'm the daughter of immigrants. My parents  
immigrated from the Philippines in the late 1960s. 
They were part of this wave of immigration from the 
Philippines of Filipino nurses and doctors. When 
they moved here to pursue a profession and to give 
their children a better life, they really wanted me to 
go into healthcare as well. 

But I was a journalist. I knew at a young age that I 
was a writer and a journalist by background. I went 
to journalism school and did that for a little bit. But I 
realized I really wanted to be part of a not-for-profit 
organization, and that's when I got hired at a health 
system in Seattle called Swedish. I started out there 
as a writer and just moved up in the organization. 
I've been doing healthcare communications for 
more than 20 years at this point.
 
Diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me 
because, being Filipino, Filipinos make up such a 
huge part of the healthcare workforce. They really 
drive nursing, as an example, and physical therapy 
and environmental services. And so much of the 
healthcare workforce is incredibly diverse. I really 
want to make sure that I'm supporting making it 
easier for them to do their work, even if they might 
not speak English as a first language, but just 
respecting the diversity. Also respecting the fact 
that they reflect the communities that we serve 
because our communities are incredibly diverse, 
and that's really important to us. That's why 
diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me. 

JS: Karen, I'd like to hear your story. You've been 
involved in DE&I in many organizations for many 

years. Please tell us why these three words are so 
meaningful to you and you've committed so much 
of your life to that. 

KA: I will tell you, growing up in San Antonio with a 
large Hispanic population and then also with 
military parents, there was always this exposure to 
people who didn't look like me, and always 
growing up in a family where everyone was 
welcome. My mom's house, our house was the 
Sunday fellowship place for football. It was Dallas 
Cowboys and whomever they were playing. 

I grew up in this environment where I was 
accustomed to having different people around me. 
As I got older and began to see that the outside 
world doesn't really work or operate like my family 
did, and the things that I experienced growing up, 
those were not the same things that people who 
didn't look like me, and then those who look like 
me, didn't really experience. 

It became important for me just seeing the beauty 
of what it could be, what the potential could be of 
all different types of  people coming together and 
loving on each other, supporting each other, 
encouraging each other, what really that could look 
like. As I moved into the business world, it felt like a 
natural fit for me to be involved in this work, to lead 
this work.  

I share this story with people all the time. Having 
grown up in San Antonio with a large Hispanic 
population, I did not see that many people who 
looked like me, that many Black people, but moving 
to Atlanta, oh, my goodness. That was the 
encouragement that I needed and confidence that I 
needed to  really begin to thrive in this work. Living 
in Atlanta showed me the possibilities to see Black 
people owning their own businesses, to see Black 
people in senior leadership roles, to see Black 
people leading cities, serving as mayors and city 
council members, as judges. 

I needed to see that for my own edification, like I 
said, and confidence. The 17 years spent in Atlanta 
really solidified for me this is the work that I should 
be doing. And then, of course, always comes, 
"Okay, but you can't stay here and do it just here." 
The calling, it was to Ohio next. Oh my goodness, 

that was like night and day moving from Atlanta, 
Georgia to Columbus, Ohio. 

But still, the roots were there. The values were there. 
The base was there. Everything that I needed to 
really begin to do this work regardless of the 
organization, regardless of the geographic territory 
was there. I think that came from growing up and all 
that I saw and what was instilled in me as a child. 

JS: You both talked about family and early 
experiences. I think that's so fundamental. My 
mother passed away not long ago,  and at her 
service, so many people stood up and said, "The  
kitchen door was always open. There was always a 
seat at the  table. The table was round, 24/7. If you 
needed a cookie, a  glass, some milk, a snack, or a 
conversation, the door was  always open.” And 
that's the most beautiful thing anyone I think can 
say about anyone's life. 

KA: Indeed. 

JS: Tell me a bit about where you are focusing right 
now, of all the opportunities we have. Melissa, let's 
start with you and then go to Karen. If I stepped into 
your organization and talked to half a dozen 
people, what would they tell me the focus is? 

MT: In February of 2020, as I mentioned, we 
established our social responsibility platform, and 
the first priority in that platform was DEI. The 
second one is climate. In terms of social 
responsibility and social justice, those were our 
most important things. This was right before the 
pandemic, when our senior leadership established 
that as our priorities.
 
A few months later, there was the death of George 
Floyd, and I think that just shook everybody to their 
core. It really mobilized us even further as an 
organization, even though we had already 
established it as a priority. Another thing we did is 
we committed $50 million over five years to health 
equity to make sure that everybody has the same 
chance at having a healthy life.
 
We have a team that's working on that across our 
organization, and it's been remarkable to see the 
kind of work that they're doing. They've engaged 

community workers, people who are part of these 
diverse communities, and put them through 
training and education so that they can be liaisons 
in the community—to help connect people who are 
in communities that may not have as much 
connection to the healthcare system, to us—building 
that trust and building those relationships. It’s been 
incredible to see the kind of work that's being done 
through programs like that. 

JS: Karen, you've been at the company a few 
months, and DE&I was part of the strategic plan, 
which Melissa just talked about. This was put into 
the plan about a year and a half ago. So, Karen, tell 
me, what bearing did that have on you to take this 
job, and where are you focusing in your first few 
months as the  Associate VP of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion? 

KA: Going through the selection process, I 
participated, oh, my goodness, in probably six or 
seven interviews. By the sixth interview, the final 
interview, I was convinced that Providence was 
committed to the work of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, hands down. That was not a question for 
me. As I step into this role and as I've done with 
other companies, and I shared this during my 
interview, is that it's important for me to come in 
and to listen, to assess and to listen. 

As Melissa mentioned a little bit earlier at the top of 
our conversation, in January, I am launching a 
system-wide DEI listening tour. I will be on the road 
for a few months and plan to visit each one of our 
regions. I'm going to cover our entire footprint. I'm 
going to have conversations with core leaders, and 
individual contributors, and our CRG, Caregiver 
Resource Group members about the state of 
diversity, equity and inclusion from their 
perspective. 

I'm going to use this feedback, Jim, to further build 

out our multi-year DEI strategy that will bring all of 
the work that's  being done at the regions and in 
our lines of business together  so that we can 
ensure we have a north star and that we are all 
moving in the same direction. Of course, leaving 
room and  flexibility for the regions to still do the 
work that needs to be done to meet the needs of 
their particular work environments, but at the same 
time, getting us all on the same page. 

I think it's important, as I've learned doing this work 
over the years, that the strategy should represent 
the voices of, in our case, our caregivers. We want 
to make sure we are doing the work that our 
caregivers feel we should do. To be quite honest, 
the listening tour gives them some skin in the 
game, because they have a voice that will be 
represented in the strategy. That is going to be my 
initial focus is getting out, listening, talking with our 
caregivers, and getting from them where they think 
we are and what they think we should be doing. 

JS: That's terrific. I'd like you to reflect a bit on the 
interviews you spoke about as you were deciding to 
join  Providence. What were the signals that you 
saw that said, "This is an organization that's taking 
this seriously and is committed and one I want to 
join"? 

KA: It's amazing that even in this virtual setting, 
there was a connection. There was a connection 
with everyone who I interviewed with, to be quite 
frank. There was a genuineness in every interview. 
You could tell there was sincerity about the 
caregivers at Providence. And also there was this ... 
How can I say it? There was this vulnerability about 
this work of diversity, equity and inclusion. There 
was honesty in terms of where Providence is, the 
great work that's been done, and the work that 
everyone who I interviewed with said needs to 
continue. 

I appreciated that, that there was not this, "We're 
perfect. We've got everything right." There were 
some, "We need some help." There was actual, "We 
need some help. We recognize it, and that's why we 
want to make sure that we're going to get this 
position filled." I could appreciate that. 

JS: Melissa, I want to turn to you. You've been at the 

company about 10 years, and you've been a 
communications leader at this remarkable company 
for a long time. How is the voice of Providence 
today on DE&I different from what it was 10 years 
ago when you joined, and why is it different?
 
MT: I believe we are very vocal on this issue—and 
that wasn't always the case—because we take public 
stands on things, which we didn't before. I think it 
was in about 2017 when we really started feeling 
the need to speak out. It happened with, if you 
remember, the demonstrations in Charlottesville, 
where there was this element of white supremacy at 
those demonstrations. Our CEO, at that time, felt 
the need to speak out on that. He put out a 
personal message about what it meant for him. His 
father is Jewish, and his father's entire family was 
sent to Auschwitz. His father was the only person 
who survived. It was at a time when healthcare 
organizations didn't feel the need to speak out on 
things like that, but it really is part of our values. 

We have been vocal on things, and it's not political 
for us. Like things that are happening at the border 
now, and even a few years ago, our pediatricians 
were really concerned about what that means for 
the health of those children. We've been very vocal 
about it. I hope that answers your question. But it's 
not that the voice has changed. It's just that we've 
made our voice louder because we feel like we 
have to speak up for the needs of those who are 
vulnerable, people who don't have a voice. 

JS: I think your sisters, who started this organization 
in 1859, would agree with that. Karen, before 
coming to Providence, you've had deep experience 
in leading DE&I in heavy infrastructure companies 
at  Georgia Power, Ashland Energy, San Antonio 
Water System. What did you learn in those 
experiences that you have brought to Providence? 

KA: One of the things that I've learned, and it's so 
important, is that in doing this work, you have to 
meet companies where they are. Personally, there's 
such passion about wanting to move this work 
forward and wanting to see change overnight. The 
reality is that it doesn't work like that. I've learned, 
over the course of my career, the importance of 
stepping into organizations, learning the culture, 
building the relationships, learning the history of 

the company, getting familiar with how comfortable 
the leaders are with leading this work. 

I'm a firm believer, Jim, that so goes the leadership, 
so goes the fill-in-the-blank—the family, the church, 
the company, the department, the team. I've 
learned through experience, through bumps and 
bruises, if you will, that I can't take a company too 
fast. It doesn't work. I can't take the company too 
slow. That's not the answer either. It's finding the 
right balance. It's finding the right pace. It's finding 
what the organization will respond to and really 
where the organization is at any given time and 
knowing when to push, knowing when to step back. 
That's what makes this work so fascinating, but I 
would say that's probably one of the biggest things 
that I've learned. And then, also is understanding 
that companies are where they are. We love to think 
that companies would be beyond where they are 
today. Again, as I said earlier, that this role, this work 
would not even be needed in 2021, but that's not 
the case. 

So, accepting that this is where we are and bringing 
the skill sets, the leadership—the leadership 
experience needed to do this work is what it's all 
about. Also, I would say this: What I've learned in 
working in so many companies is that you have to 
accept people for who they are and all that they 
bring to the table. We would think that even now, 
this day and time, that people would be further 
along in some of their thinking about DE&I, but 
that's not always the case. 

To be able to say in leading this work, "It's okay, 
Karen." People are where they are. Accept that. Do 
all that you can to help bring them along, and if you 
can't, it's all right. Just keep moving. Don't judge 
people. Don't even necessarily try to change 
people. Just do the work. Do the work and know 
that people will come along, and things will come 
along.

Those have been some hard lessons for me, but I 
think that's a lot of what this work is all about: 
accepting people for who they are and 
understanding that you just have to meet 
organizations where they are. 

MT: This is the reason why we were so excited when 
Karen came along, just because she understands 
that not everybody is in the same place when it 
comes to DE&I. We have a caregiver population of 
120,000 people. You can't expect everybody to be 
super-advanced in their thinking about DEI. Some 
people don't really understand why this is a priority. 
We're seeing that there's a range of where people 
are. Like Karen said, we're trying to bring people 
along, accept them without judgment, but really 
help people see how this is lined up with our 
values, and why it's a business imperative, and how 
we should be treating each other. It's such an 
important part of the work. 

JS: When I have you two back on next year at this 
time, or maybe two years from this time, what are 
the signals, both qualitative and quantitative, that 
you're making progress? Melissa first and then 
Karen. 

MT: Quantitative, I think the number of people that 
we've served from diverse communities will be a 
really big indicator. Since we started this work, our 
Health Equity Group has served half a million 
individuals. I anticipate by this time next year, it'll be 
at least double that amount. I think that'll be a really 
key indicator. And Karen, I'll turn it over to you for 
your thoughts as well. 

KA: I would say definitely as we begin to see our 
representation in leadership begin to evolve, and 
as we begin to see the pipeline of talent, diverse 
talent, begin to further increase, I think that those 
would be some key measures for us of success. As 
we begin to hear more and more leaders talk about 
diversity, equity and inclusion and the work that we 
are doing, that is a huge measure of success. 

So many times in organizations, leaders don't feel 
comfortable having conversations about DEI. And 
again, back to my belief, so goes the leadership, so 
goes the company. One of the things that I want to 
make sure we do is that we focus in on our 
leadership, giving our leadership the tools they 
need to be able to lead diverse teams. That would 
be a measure of success. 

As we begin to see more and more leaders 
stepping up and taking on the courageous 
leadership that is needed to do this work, as we see 
more and more leaders step out of their comfort 
zones, leading in a different way, that will be 
another huge measure of success for us. Those are 
some of the things, Jim, that I think next year and 
the year beyond as we come back…Maybe we 
even have a leader on to talk about his or her 
journey, where they were maybe today in 2021 and 
where they are in 2022. 

JS: That's a great idea. What companies or people 
or industries inspire you both on your journey on 
DE&I? 

KA: I've worked for one. I am so proud of the work 
that Southern Company has done and is doing 
right now, oh, my goodness, it is just tremendous. 
Having been with Southern Company 10, 12 years 
ago, and the work that we were doing at that time, 
and even before I arrived at Southern Company, the 
great work that the D&I team was doing then. E was 
not a part of the equation then. It was just diversity 
and inclusion. 

JS: Karen, what industry is that? 

KA: That is the energy industry. Southern Company 
really doubled down on developing their pipeline. 
There were roles created to target high potential 
leadership amongst underrepresented talent, roles 
that would give high potentials exposure to 
executive leadership, rotation assignments. I will 
give Southern Company credit for this as well. They 
pushed high potential talent in the sense that the 
messaging was, "We are here to support you. We 
will help develop you, but here are some of the 
things that you're going to have to do. You're going 
to have to be open to getting experiences around 
the system." 

So, it could mean that you spend time at Georgia 
Power. It could mean that you spend time in 
Alabama Power, that you spend time in Mississippi 
Power. And today, if you look at the Southern 
Company website, you see a diverse slate of talent, 
and I know some of the people who have moved 
into senior leadership roles and where they were, 
the roles that they were in when I was there several 
years ago. 

I can say I’m really proud of the work that they're 
doing—a huge investment that they made a couple 
years ago in partnership with HBCUs, a multimillion 
dollar investment. The cutting-edge leadership and 
things that they're doing, I think, is just tremendous.

JS: It's fabulous. Melissa, how about yourself? 
Inspiration? 

MT: I don't know that I have one particular 
company in mind, just because I feel like we're all 
on a journey towards this, but probably one that 
I've been paying attention to is Henry Ford, which is 
a health system in Detroit. One of our former 
strategic officers went over there and is a leader 
over there. I've been paying attention to what 
they've been doing; they have a very diverse pool 
and a really strong commitment to it. I'm still trying 
to think of anyone that stands out, but I do feel like 
we're all on a journey on this effort. 

JS: I want to close this out with a bit of advice from 
both of you. If I dropped each of you into a room of 
C-level executives from a diverse group of 
industries and ask you to share with them one, two, 
three tips for them to advance DE&I in their 
organizations, what would those tips be? Melissa, 
let's start with you and then go to Karen. 

MT: I think first, it does start with personal reflection 
and really thinking about DE&I for yourself and 
trying to understand why it's important and where 
the gaps are. I think there's that element of 
personal reflection. Then, I think once you come to 
that as a leader, you have to make it a priority within 
your organization, actually putting it into your 
strategic plan. 

Thirdly, I guess, as part of that personal reflection, is 
just really understanding it is a matter of justice, but 

it's also a business imperative. You can't function in 
business or society today without having a really 
strong, inclusive environment. Understanding how 
it impacts the business side of things is also really 
important, and it could be more of a driver for 
businesses. 

Even we're seeing with bond investors and others, 
they're putting ESG as a priority. They want to know 
what organizations are doing to address this. I think 
it's something that you can't not do in today's 
world. 

JS: An earlier guest on our DE&I Mini-Series was 
Frank Cooper at BlackRock, and he spoke exactly 
about that, how their investment criteria has shifted 
because it is the right thing to do. And it's the 
successful thing to do. Karen, last word to you, 
advice in front of a group of C-level  executives. 

KA: I would start with really doing some 
self-awareness and self-analysis, to get a journal 
and spend time in that journal, asking themselves 
questions, such as what is my diversity story? What 
do I really know about people who do or who do 
not look like me or who have not had the same 
experiences as me? What are some of my fears 
about doing this work? What are those things that I 
need to overcome to free myself to really be 
comfortable in doing this work? 

I think a lot of it starts there, and it's just personal 
one-on one time, jotting down responses to those 
questions. The next thing is taking off the suit, 
taking off the tie, and going and having 
conversations with people, caregivers, friends, 

neighbors, church members, whomever, who 
they've never had a conversation with before, to sit 
down and start having some conversations, to be 
open, to be vulnerable, to ask questions. 

I would say the other thing that's so important for 
leaders at the C-suite level is to be comfortable 
holding each other accountable and to not be 
afraid to challenge in a safe way, of course. Those 
things are important. When you start laying that 
type of groundwork, you begin to see the 
trickle-down throughout the organization of how 
this work can really be impactful. 

JS: Both of you, you've been a  huge inspiration for 
our listeners, for myself. Thank you for what you're 
doing. I would love to have you back on this show 
to talk about progress and to advance this 
conversation.  

MT: Thank you for having us, Jim. It was really fun. 

KA: Yes, Jim, thank you so much for having us, and 
we look forward to joining you next year and the 
year after. 

JS: That was my conversation with Karen and 
Melissa. Three takeaways from this wonderful 
conversation: 

First one is the importance of listening, the 
importance of a listening tour. Karen is just a few 
months into her new role at Providence, and she is 
spending several months, beginning January, 
visiting all of their locations, talking to their people, 
to get ideas, get their buy-in, get their engagement 
in the diversity, equity and inclusion strategy at 
Providence. 

Second takeaway, the importance of language. 
Providence has 120,000 people working there, and 
they do not call them employees. They do not call 
them associates. They call them caregivers. 
Everyone, whether you work behind a computer, 
whether you work in a warehouse, whether you 
work as a nurse  or doctor, you are a caregiver. 

Third takeaway, if you're sitting on a leadership 
team, Karen had the best advice regarding DE&I. 
First, keep a journal. Internalize why this is 
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important for you. What's your history? What are 
your fears? What do you need to overcome? 
Second, take off  that suit and tie and get out there. 
Be among people. Get their ideas and 
engagement, and last, hold each other on your 
leadership team accountable, especially when it 
comes to a pipeline of high potential, diverse 
talent. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests today on The CMO 
Podcast DE&I Mini-Series are Karen Ashley, the 
Associate Vice President, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at Providence Health Systems, and Melissa 
Tizon, VP National Communications, also at 
Providence. Providence is a very large nonprofit 
healthcare network. 100,000 employees—they call 
them caregivers. 52 hospitals, 800 non-acute 
healthcare facilities. Providence operates across 
seven states in the Western U.S.t

Its roots are deep. It was founded in 1859 by the 
Sisters of Providence, and its mission has not 
changed much in 173 years. Karen joined 
Providence in August 2021, and Melissa has been 
there for nearly 10 years. This is my conversation 
about DE&I at Providence and beyond with Melissa 
and Karen.

Welcome, Karen and Melissa, to The CMO Podcast 
and our  mini-series on DE&I. You are both in senior 
roles at Providence. I'd like to know how you both 
first met. Karen, why don't we start with you, and 
we'll see if Melissa's story lines up? 

KAREN ASHLEY: Sure. Thank you, Jim. And thank 
you so much for having us. It's  an honor and a 
privilege to be here. I'm so looking forward to  
today's discussion. I am a new caregiver at 
Providence, and it's interesting in this virtual work 
setting that we're in. Melissa and I actually met 
virtually back in August when I joined Providence. 
We've known each other for just right at four 
months and building a partnership, and we are 
both going to be working towards moving 
Providence's DEI efforts forward. 

JS: Melissa, do you remember it the same way? 

MELISSA TIZON: I remember it exactly the same 
way. At Providence, we made diversity, equity and 
inclusion an official priority as part of our strategic 
plan in, I think it was, February of 2020. So, we've 
been eagerly awaiting leadership, and we've been 
trying to build a leadership structure to help 
support this effort.

When Karen got hired, we were just super excited, 
and she also started in the middle of a COVID 
surge. We have 52 hospitals, and they were all just 

at the verge of capacity. Karen started at a busy 
time for our organization, but we were still 
incredibly happy when she arrived. She's really 
provided a lot of leadership, and she's got some 
really great ideas that we're excited about.

JS: Do you have plans to meet together in person 
physically at some point in the near future?  

MT: I definitely hope so. And we can arrange that. 
We can actually go into the office in small groups. I 
hope to do that soon.

JS: What kinds of things do you two work on 
together? Melissa,  why don't we start with you?   
    
MT: I'll just bring up one thing, but there are many 
things that we have on the agenda. One of them is 
that we're working on what we're calling a caregiver 
value. At Providence, we're a healthcare system, 
and we call all of our employees caregivers, 
whether they work at the bedside and deliver 
patient care or  not. We believe everybody 
ultimately is supporting the work of  patients, so 
that's why we call ourselves caregivers. 

We're working on what we're calling a ‘caregiver 
value proposition’ to really define what it means, 
what the experience is for caregivers, what it means 
to work at Providence. Part of that has to do with 
defining our statement around diversity, equity and 
inclusion. That's one of the initial things that Karen 
and I met about and talked about. 

As she goes out and does a listening tour and really 
understands caregivers, we'll start to evolve that 
statement, but we really feel like we need to have a 
strong statement. In this environment, we have such 
a workforce shortage of healthcare  workers that we 
really need to make sure that we're being  inclusive 
and reaching out to everyone in our communities 
to help support our work. 

JS: I love that you call everyone caregivers, even if 
they're not in a  primary care role. I think that's 
beautiful. Do you talk about  that in your team 
meetings, in your performance discussions, in  your 
career planning? Tell me a little bit about how 
caregiver comes to life in your culture. Karen, why 
don't I start with you? I know, Melissa, you've been 

there a lot longer, but, Karen,  you're relatively new. 
You're seeing this with fresh eyes. Tell us more 
about it. 

KA: I love it as well, Jim. It's different for me, being 
accustomed to referring to employees as 
employees in all the previous organizations in 
which I've worked, but there's something about the 
word caregiver that just gives your work even all the 
more meaning. There's this innate feeling that, "Oh, 
my goodness. I'm not just an employee. I'm actually 
taking care of people." 

As Melissa said, whether I'm at the bedside, 
whether I'm sitting at a desk, whether I'm sitting 
behind a computer in virtual meetings, at the end 
of the day, my role, I'm responsible—all  120,000 of 
us—for taking care of people and giving that care to 
people. It has a little bit of a different meaning than 
employee, if you will. 

JS: Melissa, how does it come to life within the 
culture in terms of, as I said, performance reviews, 
career planning, etc.? 

MT: It's really become part of our culture, this word 
caregiver. For managers, we don't call them 
managers. We call them core leaders. That's part of 
our vernacular. We rolled out the term caregiver 
and core leader, I think it was in 2014, and it was a 
change for our organization. We did get a little bit 
of pushback from physicians who didn't want to be 
called caregivers. But we really were strong in the 
rollout, and the vast majority of people embraced 
the term because they understood. 

We're a very mission-driven organization. We like to 
say that we sit at the intersection of innovation and 
compassion. Caregiver really fits with that 
compassion part of the job, and it helps us to 
remember to stay focused on our mission. No 
matter what you do in the organization, it's all about 
getting care to the patient and serving the patient. 

Everything in our organization, you will almost 
never see the word employee anywhere. Even in 
our performance evaluations, all of that, it's all 
called caregiver performance and development 
conversations. Everything uses that word. It's very, 
very intrinsic in our organization. 

JS: We'll move from caregiving to our topic of the 
day, which is DE&I, and of course, they are related. 
I'd like to start with each of you sharing a story from 
your life on why these three words—diversity, equity, 
inclusion—are meaningful to you in your work and in 
your life. Melissa, let's start with you, and then we'll 
move to Karen. 

MT: I'm the daughter of immigrants. My parents  
immigrated from the Philippines in the late 1960s. 
They were part of this wave of immigration from the 
Philippines of Filipino nurses and doctors. When 
they moved here to pursue a profession and to give 
their children a better life, they really wanted me to 
go into healthcare as well. 

But I was a journalist. I knew at a young age that I 
was a writer and a journalist by background. I went 
to journalism school and did that for a little bit. But I 
realized I really wanted to be part of a not-for-profit 
organization, and that's when I got hired at a health 
system in Seattle called Swedish. I started out there 
as a writer and just moved up in the organization. 
I've been doing healthcare communications for 
more than 20 years at this point.
 
Diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me 
because, being Filipino, Filipinos make up such a 
huge part of the healthcare workforce. They really 
drive nursing, as an example, and physical therapy 
and environmental services. And so much of the 
healthcare workforce is incredibly diverse. I really 
want to make sure that I'm supporting making it 
easier for them to do their work, even if they might 
not speak English as a first language, but just 
respecting the diversity. Also respecting the fact 
that they reflect the communities that we serve 
because our communities are incredibly diverse, 
and that's really important to us. That's why 
diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me. 

JS: Karen, I'd like to hear your story. You've been 
involved in DE&I in many organizations for many 

years. Please tell us why these three words are so 
meaningful to you and you've committed so much 
of your life to that. 

KA: I will tell you, growing up in San Antonio with a 
large Hispanic population and then also with 
military parents, there was always this exposure to 
people who didn't look like me, and always 
growing up in a family where everyone was 
welcome. My mom's house, our house was the 
Sunday fellowship place for football. It was Dallas 
Cowboys and whomever they were playing. 

I grew up in this environment where I was 
accustomed to having different people around me. 
As I got older and began to see that the outside 
world doesn't really work or operate like my family 
did, and the things that I experienced growing up, 
those were not the same things that people who 
didn't look like me, and then those who look like 
me, didn't really experience. 

It became important for me just seeing the beauty 
of what it could be, what the potential could be of 
all different types of  people coming together and 
loving on each other, supporting each other, 
encouraging each other, what really that could look 
like. As I moved into the business world, it felt like a 
natural fit for me to be involved in this work, to lead 
this work.  

I share this story with people all the time. Having 
grown up in San Antonio with a large Hispanic 
population, I did not see that many people who 
looked like me, that many Black people, but moving 
to Atlanta, oh, my goodness. That was the 
encouragement that I needed and confidence that I 
needed to  really begin to thrive in this work. Living 
in Atlanta showed me the possibilities to see Black 
people owning their own businesses, to see Black 
people in senior leadership roles, to see Black 
people leading cities, serving as mayors and city 
council members, as judges. 

I needed to see that for my own edification, like I 
said, and confidence. The 17 years spent in Atlanta 
really solidified for me this is the work that I should 
be doing. And then, of course, always comes, 
"Okay, but you can't stay here and do it just here." 
The calling, it was to Ohio next. Oh my goodness, 

that was like night and day moving from Atlanta, 
Georgia to Columbus, Ohio. 

But still, the roots were there. The values were there. 
The base was there. Everything that I needed to 
really begin to do this work regardless of the 
organization, regardless of the geographic territory 
was there. I think that came from growing up and all 
that I saw and what was instilled in me as a child. 

JS: You both talked about family and early 
experiences. I think that's so fundamental. My 
mother passed away not long ago,  and at her 
service, so many people stood up and said, "The  
kitchen door was always open. There was always a 
seat at the  table. The table was round, 24/7. If you 
needed a cookie, a  glass, some milk, a snack, or a 
conversation, the door was  always open.” And 
that's the most beautiful thing anyone I think can 
say about anyone's life. 

KA: Indeed. 

JS: Tell me a bit about where you are focusing right 
now, of all the opportunities we have. Melissa, let's 
start with you and then go to Karen. If I stepped into 
your organization and talked to half a dozen 
people, what would they tell me the focus is? 

MT: In February of 2020, as I mentioned, we 
established our social responsibility platform, and 
the first priority in that platform was DEI. The 
second one is climate. In terms of social 
responsibility and social justice, those were our 
most important things. This was right before the 
pandemic, when our senior leadership established 
that as our priorities.
 
A few months later, there was the death of George 
Floyd, and I think that just shook everybody to their 
core. It really mobilized us even further as an 
organization, even though we had already 
established it as a priority. Another thing we did is 
we committed $50 million over five years to health 
equity to make sure that everybody has the same 
chance at having a healthy life.
 
We have a team that's working on that across our 
organization, and it's been remarkable to see the 
kind of work that they're doing. They've engaged 

community workers, people who are part of these 
diverse communities, and put them through 
training and education so that they can be liaisons 
in the community—to help connect people who are 
in communities that may not have as much 
connection to the healthcare system, to us—building 
that trust and building those relationships. It’s been 
incredible to see the kind of work that's being done 
through programs like that. 

JS: Karen, you've been at the company a few 
months, and DE&I was part of the strategic plan, 
which Melissa just talked about. This was put into 
the plan about a year and a half ago. So, Karen, tell 
me, what bearing did that have on you to take this 
job, and where are you focusing in your first few 
months as the  Associate VP of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion? 

KA: Going through the selection process, I 
participated, oh, my goodness, in probably six or 
seven interviews. By the sixth interview, the final 
interview, I was convinced that Providence was 
committed to the work of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, hands down. That was not a question for 
me. As I step into this role and as I've done with 
other companies, and I shared this during my 
interview, is that it's important for me to come in 
and to listen, to assess and to listen. 

As Melissa mentioned a little bit earlier at the top of 
our conversation, in January, I am launching a 
system-wide DEI listening tour. I will be on the road 
for a few months and plan to visit each one of our 
regions. I'm going to cover our entire footprint. I'm 
going to have conversations with core leaders, and 
individual contributors, and our CRG, Caregiver 
Resource Group members about the state of 
diversity, equity and inclusion from their 
perspective. 

I'm going to use this feedback, Jim, to further build 

out our multi-year DEI strategy that will bring all of 
the work that's  being done at the regions and in 
our lines of business together  so that we can 
ensure we have a north star and that we are all 
moving in the same direction. Of course, leaving 
room and  flexibility for the regions to still do the 
work that needs to be done to meet the needs of 
their particular work environments, but at the same 
time, getting us all on the same page. 

I think it's important, as I've learned doing this work 
over the years, that the strategy should represent 
the voices of, in our case, our caregivers. We want 
to make sure we are doing the work that our 
caregivers feel we should do. To be quite honest, 
the listening tour gives them some skin in the 
game, because they have a voice that will be 
represented in the strategy. That is going to be my 
initial focus is getting out, listening, talking with our 
caregivers, and getting from them where they think 
we are and what they think we should be doing. 

JS: That's terrific. I'd like you to reflect a bit on the 
interviews you spoke about as you were deciding to 
join  Providence. What were the signals that you 
saw that said, "This is an organization that's taking 
this seriously and is committed and one I want to 
join"? 

KA: It's amazing that even in this virtual setting, 
there was a connection. There was a connection 
with everyone who I interviewed with, to be quite 
frank. There was a genuineness in every interview. 
You could tell there was sincerity about the 
caregivers at Providence. And also there was this ... 
How can I say it? There was this vulnerability about 
this work of diversity, equity and inclusion. There 
was honesty in terms of where Providence is, the 
great work that's been done, and the work that 
everyone who I interviewed with said needs to 
continue. 

I appreciated that, that there was not this, "We're 
perfect. We've got everything right." There were 
some, "We need some help." There was actual, "We 
need some help. We recognize it, and that's why we 
want to make sure that we're going to get this 
position filled." I could appreciate that. 

JS: Melissa, I want to turn to you. You've been at the 

company about 10 years, and you've been a 
communications leader at this remarkable company 
for a long time. How is the voice of Providence 
today on DE&I different from what it was 10 years 
ago when you joined, and why is it different?
 
MT: I believe we are very vocal on this issue—and 
that wasn't always the case—because we take public 
stands on things, which we didn't before. I think it 
was in about 2017 when we really started feeling 
the need to speak out. It happened with, if you 
remember, the demonstrations in Charlottesville, 
where there was this element of white supremacy at 
those demonstrations. Our CEO, at that time, felt 
the need to speak out on that. He put out a 
personal message about what it meant for him. His 
father is Jewish, and his father's entire family was 
sent to Auschwitz. His father was the only person 
who survived. It was at a time when healthcare 
organizations didn't feel the need to speak out on 
things like that, but it really is part of our values. 

We have been vocal on things, and it's not political 
for us. Like things that are happening at the border 
now, and even a few years ago, our pediatricians 
were really concerned about what that means for 
the health of those children. We've been very vocal 
about it. I hope that answers your question. But it's 
not that the voice has changed. It's just that we've 
made our voice louder because we feel like we 
have to speak up for the needs of those who are 
vulnerable, people who don't have a voice. 

JS: I think your sisters, who started this organization 
in 1859, would agree with that. Karen, before 
coming to Providence, you've had deep experience 
in leading DE&I in heavy infrastructure companies 
at  Georgia Power, Ashland Energy, San Antonio 
Water System. What did you learn in those 
experiences that you have brought to Providence? 

KA: One of the things that I've learned, and it's so 
important, is that in doing this work, you have to 
meet companies where they are. Personally, there's 
such passion about wanting to move this work 
forward and wanting to see change overnight. The 
reality is that it doesn't work like that. I've learned, 
over the course of my career, the importance of 
stepping into organizations, learning the culture, 
building the relationships, learning the history of 

the company, getting familiar with how comfortable 
the leaders are with leading this work. 

I'm a firm believer, Jim, that so goes the leadership, 
so goes the fill-in-the-blank—the family, the church, 
the company, the department, the team. I've 
learned through experience, through bumps and 
bruises, if you will, that I can't take a company too 
fast. It doesn't work. I can't take the company too 
slow. That's not the answer either. It's finding the 
right balance. It's finding the right pace. It's finding 
what the organization will respond to and really 
where the organization is at any given time and 
knowing when to push, knowing when to step back. 
That's what makes this work so fascinating, but I 
would say that's probably one of the biggest things 
that I've learned. And then, also is understanding 
that companies are where they are. We love to think 
that companies would be beyond where they are 
today. Again, as I said earlier, that this role, this work 
would not even be needed in 2021, but that's not 
the case. 

So, accepting that this is where we are and bringing 
the skill sets, the leadership—the leadership 
experience needed to do this work is what it's all 
about. Also, I would say this: What I've learned in 
working in so many companies is that you have to 
accept people for who they are and all that they 
bring to the table. We would think that even now, 
this day and time, that people would be further 
along in some of their thinking about DE&I, but 
that's not always the case. 

To be able to say in leading this work, "It's okay, 
Karen." People are where they are. Accept that. Do 
all that you can to help bring them along, and if you 
can't, it's all right. Just keep moving. Don't judge 
people. Don't even necessarily try to change 
people. Just do the work. Do the work and know 
that people will come along, and things will come 
along.

Those have been some hard lessons for me, but I 
think that's a lot of what this work is all about: 
accepting people for who they are and 
understanding that you just have to meet 
organizations where they are. 

MT: This is the reason why we were so excited when 
Karen came along, just because she understands 
that not everybody is in the same place when it 
comes to DE&I. We have a caregiver population of 
120,000 people. You can't expect everybody to be 
super-advanced in their thinking about DEI. Some 
people don't really understand why this is a priority. 
We're seeing that there's a range of where people 
are. Like Karen said, we're trying to bring people 
along, accept them without judgment, but really 
help people see how this is lined up with our 
values, and why it's a business imperative, and how 
we should be treating each other. It's such an 
important part of the work. 

JS: When I have you two back on next year at this 
time, or maybe two years from this time, what are 
the signals, both qualitative and quantitative, that 
you're making progress? Melissa first and then 
Karen. 

MT: Quantitative, I think the number of people that 
we've served from diverse communities will be a 
really big indicator. Since we started this work, our 
Health Equity Group has served half a million 
individuals. I anticipate by this time next year, it'll be 
at least double that amount. I think that'll be a really 
key indicator. And Karen, I'll turn it over to you for 
your thoughts as well. 

KA: I would say definitely as we begin to see our 
representation in leadership begin to evolve, and 
as we begin to see the pipeline of talent, diverse 
talent, begin to further increase, I think that those 
would be some key measures for us of success. As 
we begin to hear more and more leaders talk about 
diversity, equity and inclusion and the work that we 
are doing, that is a huge measure of success. 

So many times in organizations, leaders don't feel 
comfortable having conversations about DEI. And 
again, back to my belief, so goes the leadership, so 
goes the company. One of the things that I want to 
make sure we do is that we focus in on our 
leadership, giving our leadership the tools they 
need to be able to lead diverse teams. That would 
be a measure of success. 

As we begin to see more and more leaders 
stepping up and taking on the courageous 
leadership that is needed to do this work, as we see 
more and more leaders step out of their comfort 
zones, leading in a different way, that will be 
another huge measure of success for us. Those are 
some of the things, Jim, that I think next year and 
the year beyond as we come back…Maybe we 
even have a leader on to talk about his or her 
journey, where they were maybe today in 2021 and 
where they are in 2022. 

JS: That's a great idea. What companies or people 
or industries inspire you both on your journey on 
DE&I? 

KA: I've worked for one. I am so proud of the work 
that Southern Company has done and is doing 
right now, oh, my goodness, it is just tremendous. 
Having been with Southern Company 10, 12 years 
ago, and the work that we were doing at that time, 
and even before I arrived at Southern Company, the 
great work that the D&I team was doing then. E was 
not a part of the equation then. It was just diversity 
and inclusion. 

JS: Karen, what industry is that? 

KA: That is the energy industry. Southern Company 
really doubled down on developing their pipeline. 
There were roles created to target high potential 
leadership amongst underrepresented talent, roles 
that would give high potentials exposure to 
executive leadership, rotation assignments. I will 
give Southern Company credit for this as well. They 
pushed high potential talent in the sense that the 
messaging was, "We are here to support you. We 
will help develop you, but here are some of the 
things that you're going to have to do. You're going 
to have to be open to getting experiences around 
the system." 

So, it could mean that you spend time at Georgia 
Power. It could mean that you spend time in 
Alabama Power, that you spend time in Mississippi 
Power. And today, if you look at the Southern 
Company website, you see a diverse slate of talent, 
and I know some of the people who have moved 
into senior leadership roles and where they were, 
the roles that they were in when I was there several 
years ago. 

I can say I’m really proud of the work that they're 
doing—a huge investment that they made a couple 
years ago in partnership with HBCUs, a multimillion 
dollar investment. The cutting-edge leadership and 
things that they're doing, I think, is just tremendous.

JS: It's fabulous. Melissa, how about yourself? 
Inspiration? 

MT: I don't know that I have one particular 
company in mind, just because I feel like we're all 
on a journey towards this, but probably one that 
I've been paying attention to is Henry Ford, which is 
a health system in Detroit. One of our former 
strategic officers went over there and is a leader 
over there. I've been paying attention to what 
they've been doing; they have a very diverse pool 
and a really strong commitment to it. I'm still trying 
to think of anyone that stands out, but I do feel like 
we're all on a journey on this effort. 

JS: I want to close this out with a bit of advice from 
both of you. If I dropped each of you into a room of 
C-level executives from a diverse group of 
industries and ask you to share with them one, two, 
three tips for them to advance DE&I in their 
organizations, what would those tips be? Melissa, 
let's start with you and then go to Karen. 

MT: I think first, it does start with personal reflection 
and really thinking about DE&I for yourself and 
trying to understand why it's important and where 
the gaps are. I think there's that element of 
personal reflection. Then, I think once you come to 
that as a leader, you have to make it a priority within 
your organization, actually putting it into your 
strategic plan. 

Thirdly, I guess, as part of that personal reflection, is 
just really understanding it is a matter of justice, but 

it's also a business imperative. You can't function in 
business or society today without having a really 
strong, inclusive environment. Understanding how 
it impacts the business side of things is also really 
important, and it could be more of a driver for 
businesses. 

Even we're seeing with bond investors and others, 
they're putting ESG as a priority. They want to know 
what organizations are doing to address this. I think 
it's something that you can't not do in today's 
world. 

JS: An earlier guest on our DE&I Mini-Series was 
Frank Cooper at BlackRock, and he spoke exactly 
about that, how their investment criteria has shifted 
because it is the right thing to do. And it's the 
successful thing to do. Karen, last word to you, 
advice in front of a group of C-level  executives. 

KA: I would start with really doing some 
self-awareness and self-analysis, to get a journal 
and spend time in that journal, asking themselves 
questions, such as what is my diversity story? What 
do I really know about people who do or who do 
not look like me or who have not had the same 
experiences as me? What are some of my fears 
about doing this work? What are those things that I 
need to overcome to free myself to really be 
comfortable in doing this work? 

I think a lot of it starts there, and it's just personal 
one-on one time, jotting down responses to those 
questions. The next thing is taking off the suit, 
taking off the tie, and going and having 
conversations with people, caregivers, friends, 

neighbors, church members, whomever, who 
they've never had a conversation with before, to sit 
down and start having some conversations, to be 
open, to be vulnerable, to ask questions. 

I would say the other thing that's so important for 
leaders at the C-suite level is to be comfortable 
holding each other accountable and to not be 
afraid to challenge in a safe way, of course. Those 
things are important. When you start laying that 
type of groundwork, you begin to see the 
trickle-down throughout the organization of how 
this work can really be impactful. 

JS: Both of you, you've been a  huge inspiration for 
our listeners, for myself. Thank you for what you're 
doing. I would love to have you back on this show 
to talk about progress and to advance this 
conversation.  

MT: Thank you for having us, Jim. It was really fun. 

KA: Yes, Jim, thank you so much for having us, and 
we look forward to joining you next year and the 
year after. 

JS: That was my conversation with Karen and 
Melissa. Three takeaways from this wonderful 
conversation: 

First one is the importance of listening, the 
importance of a listening tour. Karen is just a few 
months into her new role at Providence, and she is 
spending several months, beginning January, 
visiting all of their locations, talking to their people, 
to get ideas, get their buy-in, get their engagement 
in the diversity, equity and inclusion strategy at 
Providence. 

Second takeaway, the importance of language. 
Providence has 120,000 people working there, and 
they do not call them employees. They do not call 
them associates. They call them caregivers. 
Everyone, whether you work behind a computer, 
whether you work in a warehouse, whether you 
work as a nurse  or doctor, you are a caregiver. 

Third takeaway, if you're sitting on a leadership 
team, Karen had the best advice regarding DE&I. 
First, keep a journal. Internalize why this is 
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important for you. What's your history? What are 
your fears? What do you need to overcome? 
Second, take off  that suit and tie and get out there. 
Be among people. Get their ideas and 
engagement, and last, hold each other on your 
leadership team accountable, especially when it 
comes to a pipeline of high potential, diverse 
talent. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests today on The CMO 
Podcast DE&I Mini-Series are Karen Ashley, the 
Associate Vice President, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at Providence Health Systems, and Melissa 
Tizon, VP National Communications, also at 
Providence. Providence is a very large nonprofit 
healthcare network. 100,000 employees—they call 
them caregivers. 52 hospitals, 800 non-acute 
healthcare facilities. Providence operates across 
seven states in the Western U.S.t

Its roots are deep. It was founded in 1859 by the 
Sisters of Providence, and its mission has not 
changed much in 173 years. Karen joined 
Providence in August 2021, and Melissa has been 
there for nearly 10 years. This is my conversation 
about DE&I at Providence and beyond with Melissa 
and Karen.

Welcome, Karen and Melissa, to The CMO Podcast 
and our  mini-series on DE&I. You are both in senior 
roles at Providence. I'd like to know how you both 
first met. Karen, why don't we start with you, and 
we'll see if Melissa's story lines up? 

KAREN ASHLEY: Sure. Thank you, Jim. And thank 
you so much for having us. It's  an honor and a 
privilege to be here. I'm so looking forward to  
today's discussion. I am a new caregiver at 
Providence, and it's interesting in this virtual work 
setting that we're in. Melissa and I actually met 
virtually back in August when I joined Providence. 
We've known each other for just right at four 
months and building a partnership, and we are 
both going to be working towards moving 
Providence's DEI efforts forward. 

JS: Melissa, do you remember it the same way? 

MELISSA TIZON: I remember it exactly the same 
way. At Providence, we made diversity, equity and 
inclusion an official priority as part of our strategic 
plan in, I think it was, February of 2020. So, we've 
been eagerly awaiting leadership, and we've been 
trying to build a leadership structure to help 
support this effort.

When Karen got hired, we were just super excited, 
and she also started in the middle of a COVID 
surge. We have 52 hospitals, and they were all just 

at the verge of capacity. Karen started at a busy 
time for our organization, but we were still 
incredibly happy when she arrived. She's really 
provided a lot of leadership, and she's got some 
really great ideas that we're excited about.

JS: Do you have plans to meet together in person 
physically at some point in the near future?  

MT: I definitely hope so. And we can arrange that. 
We can actually go into the office in small groups. I 
hope to do that soon.

JS: What kinds of things do you two work on 
together? Melissa,  why don't we start with you?   
    
MT: I'll just bring up one thing, but there are many 
things that we have on the agenda. One of them is 
that we're working on what we're calling a caregiver 
value. At Providence, we're a healthcare system, 
and we call all of our employees caregivers, 
whether they work at the bedside and deliver 
patient care or  not. We believe everybody 
ultimately is supporting the work of  patients, so 
that's why we call ourselves caregivers. 

We're working on what we're calling a ‘caregiver 
value proposition’ to really define what it means, 
what the experience is for caregivers, what it means 
to work at Providence. Part of that has to do with 
defining our statement around diversity, equity and 
inclusion. That's one of the initial things that Karen 
and I met about and talked about. 

As she goes out and does a listening tour and really 
understands caregivers, we'll start to evolve that 
statement, but we really feel like we need to have a 
strong statement. In this environment, we have such 
a workforce shortage of healthcare  workers that we 
really need to make sure that we're being  inclusive 
and reaching out to everyone in our communities 
to help support our work. 

JS: I love that you call everyone caregivers, even if 
they're not in a  primary care role. I think that's 
beautiful. Do you talk about  that in your team 
meetings, in your performance discussions, in  your 
career planning? Tell me a little bit about how 
caregiver comes to life in your culture. Karen, why 
don't I start with you? I know, Melissa, you've been 

there a lot longer, but, Karen,  you're relatively new. 
You're seeing this with fresh eyes. Tell us more 
about it. 

KA: I love it as well, Jim. It's different for me, being 
accustomed to referring to employees as 
employees in all the previous organizations in 
which I've worked, but there's something about the 
word caregiver that just gives your work even all the 
more meaning. There's this innate feeling that, "Oh, 
my goodness. I'm not just an employee. I'm actually 
taking care of people." 

As Melissa said, whether I'm at the bedside, 
whether I'm sitting at a desk, whether I'm sitting 
behind a computer in virtual meetings, at the end 
of the day, my role, I'm responsible—all  120,000 of 
us—for taking care of people and giving that care to 
people. It has a little bit of a different meaning than 
employee, if you will. 

JS: Melissa, how does it come to life within the 
culture in terms of, as I said, performance reviews, 
career planning, etc.? 

MT: It's really become part of our culture, this word 
caregiver. For managers, we don't call them 
managers. We call them core leaders. That's part of 
our vernacular. We rolled out the term caregiver 
and core leader, I think it was in 2014, and it was a 
change for our organization. We did get a little bit 
of pushback from physicians who didn't want to be 
called caregivers. But we really were strong in the 
rollout, and the vast majority of people embraced 
the term because they understood. 

We're a very mission-driven organization. We like to 
say that we sit at the intersection of innovation and 
compassion. Caregiver really fits with that 
compassion part of the job, and it helps us to 
remember to stay focused on our mission. No 
matter what you do in the organization, it's all about 
getting care to the patient and serving the patient. 

Everything in our organization, you will almost 
never see the word employee anywhere. Even in 
our performance evaluations, all of that, it's all 
called caregiver performance and development 
conversations. Everything uses that word. It's very, 
very intrinsic in our organization. 

JS: We'll move from caregiving to our topic of the 
day, which is DE&I, and of course, they are related. 
I'd like to start with each of you sharing a story from 
your life on why these three words—diversity, equity, 
inclusion—are meaningful to you in your work and in 
your life. Melissa, let's start with you, and then we'll 
move to Karen. 

MT: I'm the daughter of immigrants. My parents  
immigrated from the Philippines in the late 1960s. 
They were part of this wave of immigration from the 
Philippines of Filipino nurses and doctors. When 
they moved here to pursue a profession and to give 
their children a better life, they really wanted me to 
go into healthcare as well. 

But I was a journalist. I knew at a young age that I 
was a writer and a journalist by background. I went 
to journalism school and did that for a little bit. But I 
realized I really wanted to be part of a not-for-profit 
organization, and that's when I got hired at a health 
system in Seattle called Swedish. I started out there 
as a writer and just moved up in the organization. 
I've been doing healthcare communications for 
more than 20 years at this point.
 
Diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me 
because, being Filipino, Filipinos make up such a 
huge part of the healthcare workforce. They really 
drive nursing, as an example, and physical therapy 
and environmental services. And so much of the 
healthcare workforce is incredibly diverse. I really 
want to make sure that I'm supporting making it 
easier for them to do their work, even if they might 
not speak English as a first language, but just 
respecting the diversity. Also respecting the fact 
that they reflect the communities that we serve 
because our communities are incredibly diverse, 
and that's really important to us. That's why 
diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me. 

JS: Karen, I'd like to hear your story. You've been 
involved in DE&I in many organizations for many 

years. Please tell us why these three words are so 
meaningful to you and you've committed so much 
of your life to that. 

KA: I will tell you, growing up in San Antonio with a 
large Hispanic population and then also with 
military parents, there was always this exposure to 
people who didn't look like me, and always 
growing up in a family where everyone was 
welcome. My mom's house, our house was the 
Sunday fellowship place for football. It was Dallas 
Cowboys and whomever they were playing. 

I grew up in this environment where I was 
accustomed to having different people around me. 
As I got older and began to see that the outside 
world doesn't really work or operate like my family 
did, and the things that I experienced growing up, 
those were not the same things that people who 
didn't look like me, and then those who look like 
me, didn't really experience. 

It became important for me just seeing the beauty 
of what it could be, what the potential could be of 
all different types of  people coming together and 
loving on each other, supporting each other, 
encouraging each other, what really that could look 
like. As I moved into the business world, it felt like a 
natural fit for me to be involved in this work, to lead 
this work.  

I share this story with people all the time. Having 
grown up in San Antonio with a large Hispanic 
population, I did not see that many people who 
looked like me, that many Black people, but moving 
to Atlanta, oh, my goodness. That was the 
encouragement that I needed and confidence that I 
needed to  really begin to thrive in this work. Living 
in Atlanta showed me the possibilities to see Black 
people owning their own businesses, to see Black 
people in senior leadership roles, to see Black 
people leading cities, serving as mayors and city 
council members, as judges. 

I needed to see that for my own edification, like I 
said, and confidence. The 17 years spent in Atlanta 
really solidified for me this is the work that I should 
be doing. And then, of course, always comes, 
"Okay, but you can't stay here and do it just here." 
The calling, it was to Ohio next. Oh my goodness, 

that was like night and day moving from Atlanta, 
Georgia to Columbus, Ohio. 

But still, the roots were there. The values were there. 
The base was there. Everything that I needed to 
really begin to do this work regardless of the 
organization, regardless of the geographic territory 
was there. I think that came from growing up and all 
that I saw and what was instilled in me as a child. 

JS: You both talked about family and early 
experiences. I think that's so fundamental. My 
mother passed away not long ago,  and at her 
service, so many people stood up and said, "The  
kitchen door was always open. There was always a 
seat at the  table. The table was round, 24/7. If you 
needed a cookie, a  glass, some milk, a snack, or a 
conversation, the door was  always open.” And 
that's the most beautiful thing anyone I think can 
say about anyone's life. 

KA: Indeed. 

JS: Tell me a bit about where you are focusing right 
now, of all the opportunities we have. Melissa, let's 
start with you and then go to Karen. If I stepped into 
your organization and talked to half a dozen 
people, what would they tell me the focus is? 

MT: In February of 2020, as I mentioned, we 
established our social responsibility platform, and 
the first priority in that platform was DEI. The 
second one is climate. In terms of social 
responsibility and social justice, those were our 
most important things. This was right before the 
pandemic, when our senior leadership established 
that as our priorities.
 
A few months later, there was the death of George 
Floyd, and I think that just shook everybody to their 
core. It really mobilized us even further as an 
organization, even though we had already 
established it as a priority. Another thing we did is 
we committed $50 million over five years to health 
equity to make sure that everybody has the same 
chance at having a healthy life.
 
We have a team that's working on that across our 
organization, and it's been remarkable to see the 
kind of work that they're doing. They've engaged 

community workers, people who are part of these 
diverse communities, and put them through 
training and education so that they can be liaisons 
in the community—to help connect people who are 
in communities that may not have as much 
connection to the healthcare system, to us—building 
that trust and building those relationships. It’s been 
incredible to see the kind of work that's being done 
through programs like that. 

JS: Karen, you've been at the company a few 
months, and DE&I was part of the strategic plan, 
which Melissa just talked about. This was put into 
the plan about a year and a half ago. So, Karen, tell 
me, what bearing did that have on you to take this 
job, and where are you focusing in your first few 
months as the  Associate VP of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion? 

KA: Going through the selection process, I 
participated, oh, my goodness, in probably six or 
seven interviews. By the sixth interview, the final 
interview, I was convinced that Providence was 
committed to the work of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, hands down. That was not a question for 
me. As I step into this role and as I've done with 
other companies, and I shared this during my 
interview, is that it's important for me to come in 
and to listen, to assess and to listen. 

As Melissa mentioned a little bit earlier at the top of 
our conversation, in January, I am launching a 
system-wide DEI listening tour. I will be on the road 
for a few months and plan to visit each one of our 
regions. I'm going to cover our entire footprint. I'm 
going to have conversations with core leaders, and 
individual contributors, and our CRG, Caregiver 
Resource Group members about the state of 
diversity, equity and inclusion from their 
perspective. 

I'm going to use this feedback, Jim, to further build 

out our multi-year DEI strategy that will bring all of 
the work that's  being done at the regions and in 
our lines of business together  so that we can 
ensure we have a north star and that we are all 
moving in the same direction. Of course, leaving 
room and  flexibility for the regions to still do the 
work that needs to be done to meet the needs of 
their particular work environments, but at the same 
time, getting us all on the same page. 

I think it's important, as I've learned doing this work 
over the years, that the strategy should represent 
the voices of, in our case, our caregivers. We want 
to make sure we are doing the work that our 
caregivers feel we should do. To be quite honest, 
the listening tour gives them some skin in the 
game, because they have a voice that will be 
represented in the strategy. That is going to be my 
initial focus is getting out, listening, talking with our 
caregivers, and getting from them where they think 
we are and what they think we should be doing. 

JS: That's terrific. I'd like you to reflect a bit on the 
interviews you spoke about as you were deciding to 
join  Providence. What were the signals that you 
saw that said, "This is an organization that's taking 
this seriously and is committed and one I want to 
join"? 

KA: It's amazing that even in this virtual setting, 
there was a connection. There was a connection 
with everyone who I interviewed with, to be quite 
frank. There was a genuineness in every interview. 
You could tell there was sincerity about the 
caregivers at Providence. And also there was this ... 
How can I say it? There was this vulnerability about 
this work of diversity, equity and inclusion. There 
was honesty in terms of where Providence is, the 
great work that's been done, and the work that 
everyone who I interviewed with said needs to 
continue. 

I appreciated that, that there was not this, "We're 
perfect. We've got everything right." There were 
some, "We need some help." There was actual, "We 
need some help. We recognize it, and that's why we 
want to make sure that we're going to get this 
position filled." I could appreciate that. 

JS: Melissa, I want to turn to you. You've been at the 

company about 10 years, and you've been a 
communications leader at this remarkable company 
for a long time. How is the voice of Providence 
today on DE&I different from what it was 10 years 
ago when you joined, and why is it different?
 
MT: I believe we are very vocal on this issue—and 
that wasn't always the case—because we take public 
stands on things, which we didn't before. I think it 
was in about 2017 when we really started feeling 
the need to speak out. It happened with, if you 
remember, the demonstrations in Charlottesville, 
where there was this element of white supremacy at 
those demonstrations. Our CEO, at that time, felt 
the need to speak out on that. He put out a 
personal message about what it meant for him. His 
father is Jewish, and his father's entire family was 
sent to Auschwitz. His father was the only person 
who survived. It was at a time when healthcare 
organizations didn't feel the need to speak out on 
things like that, but it really is part of our values. 

We have been vocal on things, and it's not political 
for us. Like things that are happening at the border 
now, and even a few years ago, our pediatricians 
were really concerned about what that means for 
the health of those children. We've been very vocal 
about it. I hope that answers your question. But it's 
not that the voice has changed. It's just that we've 
made our voice louder because we feel like we 
have to speak up for the needs of those who are 
vulnerable, people who don't have a voice. 

JS: I think your sisters, who started this organization 
in 1859, would agree with that. Karen, before 
coming to Providence, you've had deep experience 
in leading DE&I in heavy infrastructure companies 
at  Georgia Power, Ashland Energy, San Antonio 
Water System. What did you learn in those 
experiences that you have brought to Providence? 

KA: One of the things that I've learned, and it's so 
important, is that in doing this work, you have to 
meet companies where they are. Personally, there's 
such passion about wanting to move this work 
forward and wanting to see change overnight. The 
reality is that it doesn't work like that. I've learned, 
over the course of my career, the importance of 
stepping into organizations, learning the culture, 
building the relationships, learning the history of 

the company, getting familiar with how comfortable 
the leaders are with leading this work. 

I'm a firm believer, Jim, that so goes the leadership, 
so goes the fill-in-the-blank—the family, the church, 
the company, the department, the team. I've 
learned through experience, through bumps and 
bruises, if you will, that I can't take a company too 
fast. It doesn't work. I can't take the company too 
slow. That's not the answer either. It's finding the 
right balance. It's finding the right pace. It's finding 
what the organization will respond to and really 
where the organization is at any given time and 
knowing when to push, knowing when to step back. 
That's what makes this work so fascinating, but I 
would say that's probably one of the biggest things 
that I've learned. And then, also is understanding 
that companies are where they are. We love to think 
that companies would be beyond where they are 
today. Again, as I said earlier, that this role, this work 
would not even be needed in 2021, but that's not 
the case. 

So, accepting that this is where we are and bringing 
the skill sets, the leadership—the leadership 
experience needed to do this work is what it's all 
about. Also, I would say this: What I've learned in 
working in so many companies is that you have to 
accept people for who they are and all that they 
bring to the table. We would think that even now, 
this day and time, that people would be further 
along in some of their thinking about DE&I, but 
that's not always the case. 

To be able to say in leading this work, "It's okay, 
Karen." People are where they are. Accept that. Do 
all that you can to help bring them along, and if you 
can't, it's all right. Just keep moving. Don't judge 
people. Don't even necessarily try to change 
people. Just do the work. Do the work and know 
that people will come along, and things will come 
along.

Those have been some hard lessons for me, but I 
think that's a lot of what this work is all about: 
accepting people for who they are and 
understanding that you just have to meet 
organizations where they are. 

MT: This is the reason why we were so excited when 
Karen came along, just because she understands 
that not everybody is in the same place when it 
comes to DE&I. We have a caregiver population of 
120,000 people. You can't expect everybody to be 
super-advanced in their thinking about DEI. Some 
people don't really understand why this is a priority. 
We're seeing that there's a range of where people 
are. Like Karen said, we're trying to bring people 
along, accept them without judgment, but really 
help people see how this is lined up with our 
values, and why it's a business imperative, and how 
we should be treating each other. It's such an 
important part of the work. 

JS: When I have you two back on next year at this 
time, or maybe two years from this time, what are 
the signals, both qualitative and quantitative, that 
you're making progress? Melissa first and then 
Karen. 

MT: Quantitative, I think the number of people that 
we've served from diverse communities will be a 
really big indicator. Since we started this work, our 
Health Equity Group has served half a million 
individuals. I anticipate by this time next year, it'll be 
at least double that amount. I think that'll be a really 
key indicator. And Karen, I'll turn it over to you for 
your thoughts as well. 

KA: I would say definitely as we begin to see our 
representation in leadership begin to evolve, and 
as we begin to see the pipeline of talent, diverse 
talent, begin to further increase, I think that those 
would be some key measures for us of success. As 
we begin to hear more and more leaders talk about 
diversity, equity and inclusion and the work that we 
are doing, that is a huge measure of success. 

So many times in organizations, leaders don't feel 
comfortable having conversations about DEI. And 
again, back to my belief, so goes the leadership, so 
goes the company. One of the things that I want to 
make sure we do is that we focus in on our 
leadership, giving our leadership the tools they 
need to be able to lead diverse teams. That would 
be a measure of success. 

As we begin to see more and more leaders 
stepping up and taking on the courageous 
leadership that is needed to do this work, as we see 
more and more leaders step out of their comfort 
zones, leading in a different way, that will be 
another huge measure of success for us. Those are 
some of the things, Jim, that I think next year and 
the year beyond as we come back…Maybe we 
even have a leader on to talk about his or her 
journey, where they were maybe today in 2021 and 
where they are in 2022. 

JS: That's a great idea. What companies or people 
or industries inspire you both on your journey on 
DE&I? 

KA: I've worked for one. I am so proud of the work 
that Southern Company has done and is doing 
right now, oh, my goodness, it is just tremendous. 
Having been with Southern Company 10, 12 years 
ago, and the work that we were doing at that time, 
and even before I arrived at Southern Company, the 
great work that the D&I team was doing then. E was 
not a part of the equation then. It was just diversity 
and inclusion. 

JS: Karen, what industry is that? 

KA: That is the energy industry. Southern Company 
really doubled down on developing their pipeline. 
There were roles created to target high potential 
leadership amongst underrepresented talent, roles 
that would give high potentials exposure to 
executive leadership, rotation assignments. I will 
give Southern Company credit for this as well. They 
pushed high potential talent in the sense that the 
messaging was, "We are here to support you. We 
will help develop you, but here are some of the 
things that you're going to have to do. You're going 
to have to be open to getting experiences around 
the system." 

So, it could mean that you spend time at Georgia 
Power. It could mean that you spend time in 
Alabama Power, that you spend time in Mississippi 
Power. And today, if you look at the Southern 
Company website, you see a diverse slate of talent, 
and I know some of the people who have moved 
into senior leadership roles and where they were, 
the roles that they were in when I was there several 
years ago. 

I can say I’m really proud of the work that they're 
doing—a huge investment that they made a couple 
years ago in partnership with HBCUs, a multimillion 
dollar investment. The cutting-edge leadership and 
things that they're doing, I think, is just tremendous.

JS: It's fabulous. Melissa, how about yourself? 
Inspiration? 

MT: I don't know that I have one particular 
company in mind, just because I feel like we're all 
on a journey towards this, but probably one that 
I've been paying attention to is Henry Ford, which is 
a health system in Detroit. One of our former 
strategic officers went over there and is a leader 
over there. I've been paying attention to what 
they've been doing; they have a very diverse pool 
and a really strong commitment to it. I'm still trying 
to think of anyone that stands out, but I do feel like 
we're all on a journey on this effort. 

JS: I want to close this out with a bit of advice from 
both of you. If I dropped each of you into a room of 
C-level executives from a diverse group of 
industries and ask you to share with them one, two, 
three tips for them to advance DE&I in their 
organizations, what would those tips be? Melissa, 
let's start with you and then go to Karen. 

MT: I think first, it does start with personal reflection 
and really thinking about DE&I for yourself and 
trying to understand why it's important and where 
the gaps are. I think there's that element of 
personal reflection. Then, I think once you come to 
that as a leader, you have to make it a priority within 
your organization, actually putting it into your 
strategic plan. 

Thirdly, I guess, as part of that personal reflection, is 
just really understanding it is a matter of justice, but 

it's also a business imperative. You can't function in 
business or society today without having a really 
strong, inclusive environment. Understanding how 
it impacts the business side of things is also really 
important, and it could be more of a driver for 
businesses. 

Even we're seeing with bond investors and others, 
they're putting ESG as a priority. They want to know 
what organizations are doing to address this. I think 
it's something that you can't not do in today's 
world. 

JS: An earlier guest on our DE&I Mini-Series was 
Frank Cooper at BlackRock, and he spoke exactly 
about that, how their investment criteria has shifted 
because it is the right thing to do. And it's the 
successful thing to do. Karen, last word to you, 
advice in front of a group of C-level  executives. 

KA: I would start with really doing some 
self-awareness and self-analysis, to get a journal 
and spend time in that journal, asking themselves 
questions, such as what is my diversity story? What 
do I really know about people who do or who do 
not look like me or who have not had the same 
experiences as me? What are some of my fears 
about doing this work? What are those things that I 
need to overcome to free myself to really be 
comfortable in doing this work? 

I think a lot of it starts there, and it's just personal 
one-on one time, jotting down responses to those 
questions. The next thing is taking off the suit, 
taking off the tie, and going and having 
conversations with people, caregivers, friends, 

neighbors, church members, whomever, who 
they've never had a conversation with before, to sit 
down and start having some conversations, to be 
open, to be vulnerable, to ask questions. 

I would say the other thing that's so important for 
leaders at the C-suite level is to be comfortable 
holding each other accountable and to not be 
afraid to challenge in a safe way, of course. Those 
things are important. When you start laying that 
type of groundwork, you begin to see the 
trickle-down throughout the organization of how 
this work can really be impactful. 

JS: Both of you, you've been a  huge inspiration for 
our listeners, for myself. Thank you for what you're 
doing. I would love to have you back on this show 
to talk about progress and to advance this 
conversation.  

MT: Thank you for having us, Jim. It was really fun. 

KA: Yes, Jim, thank you so much for having us, and 
we look forward to joining you next year and the 
year after. 

JS: That was my conversation with Karen and 
Melissa. Three takeaways from this wonderful 
conversation: 

First one is the importance of listening, the 
importance of a listening tour. Karen is just a few 
months into her new role at Providence, and she is 
spending several months, beginning January, 
visiting all of their locations, talking to their people, 
to get ideas, get their buy-in, get their engagement 
in the diversity, equity and inclusion strategy at 
Providence. 

Second takeaway, the importance of language. 
Providence has 120,000 people working there, and 
they do not call them employees. They do not call 
them associates. They call them caregivers. 
Everyone, whether you work behind a computer, 
whether you work in a warehouse, whether you 
work as a nurse  or doctor, you are a caregiver. 

Third takeaway, if you're sitting on a leadership 
team, Karen had the best advice regarding DE&I. 
First, keep a journal. Internalize why this is 
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important for you. What's your history? What are 
your fears? What do you need to overcome? 
Second, take off  that suit and tie and get out there. 
Be among people. Get their ideas and 
engagement, and last, hold each other on your 
leadership team accountable, especially when it 
comes to a pipeline of high potential, diverse 
talent. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests today on The CMO 
Podcast DE&I Mini-Series are Karen Ashley, the 
Associate Vice President, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at Providence Health Systems, and Melissa 
Tizon, VP National Communications, also at 
Providence. Providence is a very large nonprofit 
healthcare network. 100,000 employees—they call 
them caregivers. 52 hospitals, 800 non-acute 
healthcare facilities. Providence operates across 
seven states in the Western U.S.t

Its roots are deep. It was founded in 1859 by the 
Sisters of Providence, and its mission has not 
changed much in 173 years. Karen joined 
Providence in August 2021, and Melissa has been 
there for nearly 10 years. This is my conversation 
about DE&I at Providence and beyond with Melissa 
and Karen.

Welcome, Karen and Melissa, to The CMO Podcast 
and our  mini-series on DE&I. You are both in senior 
roles at Providence. I'd like to know how you both 
first met. Karen, why don't we start with you, and 
we'll see if Melissa's story lines up? 

KAREN ASHLEY: Sure. Thank you, Jim. And thank 
you so much for having us. It's  an honor and a 
privilege to be here. I'm so looking forward to  
today's discussion. I am a new caregiver at 
Providence, and it's interesting in this virtual work 
setting that we're in. Melissa and I actually met 
virtually back in August when I joined Providence. 
We've known each other for just right at four 
months and building a partnership, and we are 
both going to be working towards moving 
Providence's DEI efforts forward. 

JS: Melissa, do you remember it the same way? 

MELISSA TIZON: I remember it exactly the same 
way. At Providence, we made diversity, equity and 
inclusion an official priority as part of our strategic 
plan in, I think it was, February of 2020. So, we've 
been eagerly awaiting leadership, and we've been 
trying to build a leadership structure to help 
support this effort.

When Karen got hired, we were just super excited, 
and she also started in the middle of a COVID 
surge. We have 52 hospitals, and they were all just 

at the verge of capacity. Karen started at a busy 
time for our organization, but we were still 
incredibly happy when she arrived. She's really 
provided a lot of leadership, and she's got some 
really great ideas that we're excited about.

JS: Do you have plans to meet together in person 
physically at some point in the near future?  

MT: I definitely hope so. And we can arrange that. 
We can actually go into the office in small groups. I 
hope to do that soon.

JS: What kinds of things do you two work on 
together? Melissa,  why don't we start with you?   
    
MT: I'll just bring up one thing, but there are many 
things that we have on the agenda. One of them is 
that we're working on what we're calling a caregiver 
value. At Providence, we're a healthcare system, 
and we call all of our employees caregivers, 
whether they work at the bedside and deliver 
patient care or  not. We believe everybody 
ultimately is supporting the work of  patients, so 
that's why we call ourselves caregivers. 

We're working on what we're calling a ‘caregiver 
value proposition’ to really define what it means, 
what the experience is for caregivers, what it means 
to work at Providence. Part of that has to do with 
defining our statement around diversity, equity and 
inclusion. That's one of the initial things that Karen 
and I met about and talked about. 

As she goes out and does a listening tour and really 
understands caregivers, we'll start to evolve that 
statement, but we really feel like we need to have a 
strong statement. In this environment, we have such 
a workforce shortage of healthcare  workers that we 
really need to make sure that we're being  inclusive 
and reaching out to everyone in our communities 
to help support our work. 

JS: I love that you call everyone caregivers, even if 
they're not in a  primary care role. I think that's 
beautiful. Do you talk about  that in your team 
meetings, in your performance discussions, in  your 
career planning? Tell me a little bit about how 
caregiver comes to life in your culture. Karen, why 
don't I start with you? I know, Melissa, you've been 

there a lot longer, but, Karen,  you're relatively new. 
You're seeing this with fresh eyes. Tell us more 
about it. 

KA: I love it as well, Jim. It's different for me, being 
accustomed to referring to employees as 
employees in all the previous organizations in 
which I've worked, but there's something about the 
word caregiver that just gives your work even all the 
more meaning. There's this innate feeling that, "Oh, 
my goodness. I'm not just an employee. I'm actually 
taking care of people." 

As Melissa said, whether I'm at the bedside, 
whether I'm sitting at a desk, whether I'm sitting 
behind a computer in virtual meetings, at the end 
of the day, my role, I'm responsible—all  120,000 of 
us—for taking care of people and giving that care to 
people. It has a little bit of a different meaning than 
employee, if you will. 

JS: Melissa, how does it come to life within the 
culture in terms of, as I said, performance reviews, 
career planning, etc.? 

MT: It's really become part of our culture, this word 
caregiver. For managers, we don't call them 
managers. We call them core leaders. That's part of 
our vernacular. We rolled out the term caregiver 
and core leader, I think it was in 2014, and it was a 
change for our organization. We did get a little bit 
of pushback from physicians who didn't want to be 
called caregivers. But we really were strong in the 
rollout, and the vast majority of people embraced 
the term because they understood. 

We're a very mission-driven organization. We like to 
say that we sit at the intersection of innovation and 
compassion. Caregiver really fits with that 
compassion part of the job, and it helps us to 
remember to stay focused on our mission. No 
matter what you do in the organization, it's all about 
getting care to the patient and serving the patient. 

Everything in our organization, you will almost 
never see the word employee anywhere. Even in 
our performance evaluations, all of that, it's all 
called caregiver performance and development 
conversations. Everything uses that word. It's very, 
very intrinsic in our organization. 

JS: We'll move from caregiving to our topic of the 
day, which is DE&I, and of course, they are related. 
I'd like to start with each of you sharing a story from 
your life on why these three words—diversity, equity, 
inclusion—are meaningful to you in your work and in 
your life. Melissa, let's start with you, and then we'll 
move to Karen. 

MT: I'm the daughter of immigrants. My parents  
immigrated from the Philippines in the late 1960s. 
They were part of this wave of immigration from the 
Philippines of Filipino nurses and doctors. When 
they moved here to pursue a profession and to give 
their children a better life, they really wanted me to 
go into healthcare as well. 

But I was a journalist. I knew at a young age that I 
was a writer and a journalist by background. I went 
to journalism school and did that for a little bit. But I 
realized I really wanted to be part of a not-for-profit 
organization, and that's when I got hired at a health 
system in Seattle called Swedish. I started out there 
as a writer and just moved up in the organization. 
I've been doing healthcare communications for 
more than 20 years at this point.
 
Diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me 
because, being Filipino, Filipinos make up such a 
huge part of the healthcare workforce. They really 
drive nursing, as an example, and physical therapy 
and environmental services. And so much of the 
healthcare workforce is incredibly diverse. I really 
want to make sure that I'm supporting making it 
easier for them to do their work, even if they might 
not speak English as a first language, but just 
respecting the diversity. Also respecting the fact 
that they reflect the communities that we serve 
because our communities are incredibly diverse, 
and that's really important to us. That's why 
diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me. 

JS: Karen, I'd like to hear your story. You've been 
involved in DE&I in many organizations for many 

years. Please tell us why these three words are so 
meaningful to you and you've committed so much 
of your life to that. 

KA: I will tell you, growing up in San Antonio with a 
large Hispanic population and then also with 
military parents, there was always this exposure to 
people who didn't look like me, and always 
growing up in a family where everyone was 
welcome. My mom's house, our house was the 
Sunday fellowship place for football. It was Dallas 
Cowboys and whomever they were playing. 

I grew up in this environment where I was 
accustomed to having different people around me. 
As I got older and began to see that the outside 
world doesn't really work or operate like my family 
did, and the things that I experienced growing up, 
those were not the same things that people who 
didn't look like me, and then those who look like 
me, didn't really experience. 

It became important for me just seeing the beauty 
of what it could be, what the potential could be of 
all different types of  people coming together and 
loving on each other, supporting each other, 
encouraging each other, what really that could look 
like. As I moved into the business world, it felt like a 
natural fit for me to be involved in this work, to lead 
this work.  

I share this story with people all the time. Having 
grown up in San Antonio with a large Hispanic 
population, I did not see that many people who 
looked like me, that many Black people, but moving 
to Atlanta, oh, my goodness. That was the 
encouragement that I needed and confidence that I 
needed to  really begin to thrive in this work. Living 
in Atlanta showed me the possibilities to see Black 
people owning their own businesses, to see Black 
people in senior leadership roles, to see Black 
people leading cities, serving as mayors and city 
council members, as judges. 

I needed to see that for my own edification, like I 
said, and confidence. The 17 years spent in Atlanta 
really solidified for me this is the work that I should 
be doing. And then, of course, always comes, 
"Okay, but you can't stay here and do it just here." 
The calling, it was to Ohio next. Oh my goodness, 

that was like night and day moving from Atlanta, 
Georgia to Columbus, Ohio. 

But still, the roots were there. The values were there. 
The base was there. Everything that I needed to 
really begin to do this work regardless of the 
organization, regardless of the geographic territory 
was there. I think that came from growing up and all 
that I saw and what was instilled in me as a child. 

JS: You both talked about family and early 
experiences. I think that's so fundamental. My 
mother passed away not long ago,  and at her 
service, so many people stood up and said, "The  
kitchen door was always open. There was always a 
seat at the  table. The table was round, 24/7. If you 
needed a cookie, a  glass, some milk, a snack, or a 
conversation, the door was  always open.” And 
that's the most beautiful thing anyone I think can 
say about anyone's life. 

KA: Indeed. 

JS: Tell me a bit about where you are focusing right 
now, of all the opportunities we have. Melissa, let's 
start with you and then go to Karen. If I stepped into 
your organization and talked to half a dozen 
people, what would they tell me the focus is? 

MT: In February of 2020, as I mentioned, we 
established our social responsibility platform, and 
the first priority in that platform was DEI. The 
second one is climate. In terms of social 
responsibility and social justice, those were our 
most important things. This was right before the 
pandemic, when our senior leadership established 
that as our priorities.
 
A few months later, there was the death of George 
Floyd, and I think that just shook everybody to their 
core. It really mobilized us even further as an 
organization, even though we had already 
established it as a priority. Another thing we did is 
we committed $50 million over five years to health 
equity to make sure that everybody has the same 
chance at having a healthy life.
 
We have a team that's working on that across our 
organization, and it's been remarkable to see the 
kind of work that they're doing. They've engaged 

community workers, people who are part of these 
diverse communities, and put them through 
training and education so that they can be liaisons 
in the community—to help connect people who are 
in communities that may not have as much 
connection to the healthcare system, to us—building 
that trust and building those relationships. It’s been 
incredible to see the kind of work that's being done 
through programs like that. 

JS: Karen, you've been at the company a few 
months, and DE&I was part of the strategic plan, 
which Melissa just talked about. This was put into 
the plan about a year and a half ago. So, Karen, tell 
me, what bearing did that have on you to take this 
job, and where are you focusing in your first few 
months as the  Associate VP of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion? 

KA: Going through the selection process, I 
participated, oh, my goodness, in probably six or 
seven interviews. By the sixth interview, the final 
interview, I was convinced that Providence was 
committed to the work of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, hands down. That was not a question for 
me. As I step into this role and as I've done with 
other companies, and I shared this during my 
interview, is that it's important for me to come in 
and to listen, to assess and to listen. 

As Melissa mentioned a little bit earlier at the top of 
our conversation, in January, I am launching a 
system-wide DEI listening tour. I will be on the road 
for a few months and plan to visit each one of our 
regions. I'm going to cover our entire footprint. I'm 
going to have conversations with core leaders, and 
individual contributors, and our CRG, Caregiver 
Resource Group members about the state of 
diversity, equity and inclusion from their 
perspective. 

I'm going to use this feedback, Jim, to further build 

out our multi-year DEI strategy that will bring all of 
the work that's  being done at the regions and in 
our lines of business together  so that we can 
ensure we have a north star and that we are all 
moving in the same direction. Of course, leaving 
room and  flexibility for the regions to still do the 
work that needs to be done to meet the needs of 
their particular work environments, but at the same 
time, getting us all on the same page. 

I think it's important, as I've learned doing this work 
over the years, that the strategy should represent 
the voices of, in our case, our caregivers. We want 
to make sure we are doing the work that our 
caregivers feel we should do. To be quite honest, 
the listening tour gives them some skin in the 
game, because they have a voice that will be 
represented in the strategy. That is going to be my 
initial focus is getting out, listening, talking with our 
caregivers, and getting from them where they think 
we are and what they think we should be doing. 

JS: That's terrific. I'd like you to reflect a bit on the 
interviews you spoke about as you were deciding to 
join  Providence. What were the signals that you 
saw that said, "This is an organization that's taking 
this seriously and is committed and one I want to 
join"? 

KA: It's amazing that even in this virtual setting, 
there was a connection. There was a connection 
with everyone who I interviewed with, to be quite 
frank. There was a genuineness in every interview. 
You could tell there was sincerity about the 
caregivers at Providence. And also there was this ... 
How can I say it? There was this vulnerability about 
this work of diversity, equity and inclusion. There 
was honesty in terms of where Providence is, the 
great work that's been done, and the work that 
everyone who I interviewed with said needs to 
continue. 

I appreciated that, that there was not this, "We're 
perfect. We've got everything right." There were 
some, "We need some help." There was actual, "We 
need some help. We recognize it, and that's why we 
want to make sure that we're going to get this 
position filled." I could appreciate that. 

JS: Melissa, I want to turn to you. You've been at the 

company about 10 years, and you've been a 
communications leader at this remarkable company 
for a long time. How is the voice of Providence 
today on DE&I different from what it was 10 years 
ago when you joined, and why is it different?
 
MT: I believe we are very vocal on this issue—and 
that wasn't always the case—because we take public 
stands on things, which we didn't before. I think it 
was in about 2017 when we really started feeling 
the need to speak out. It happened with, if you 
remember, the demonstrations in Charlottesville, 
where there was this element of white supremacy at 
those demonstrations. Our CEO, at that time, felt 
the need to speak out on that. He put out a 
personal message about what it meant for him. His 
father is Jewish, and his father's entire family was 
sent to Auschwitz. His father was the only person 
who survived. It was at a time when healthcare 
organizations didn't feel the need to speak out on 
things like that, but it really is part of our values. 

We have been vocal on things, and it's not political 
for us. Like things that are happening at the border 
now, and even a few years ago, our pediatricians 
were really concerned about what that means for 
the health of those children. We've been very vocal 
about it. I hope that answers your question. But it's 
not that the voice has changed. It's just that we've 
made our voice louder because we feel like we 
have to speak up for the needs of those who are 
vulnerable, people who don't have a voice. 

JS: I think your sisters, who started this organization 
in 1859, would agree with that. Karen, before 
coming to Providence, you've had deep experience 
in leading DE&I in heavy infrastructure companies 
at  Georgia Power, Ashland Energy, San Antonio 
Water System. What did you learn in those 
experiences that you have brought to Providence? 

KA: One of the things that I've learned, and it's so 
important, is that in doing this work, you have to 
meet companies where they are. Personally, there's 
such passion about wanting to move this work 
forward and wanting to see change overnight. The 
reality is that it doesn't work like that. I've learned, 
over the course of my career, the importance of 
stepping into organizations, learning the culture, 
building the relationships, learning the history of 

the company, getting familiar with how comfortable 
the leaders are with leading this work. 

I'm a firm believer, Jim, that so goes the leadership, 
so goes the fill-in-the-blank—the family, the church, 
the company, the department, the team. I've 
learned through experience, through bumps and 
bruises, if you will, that I can't take a company too 
fast. It doesn't work. I can't take the company too 
slow. That's not the answer either. It's finding the 
right balance. It's finding the right pace. It's finding 
what the organization will respond to and really 
where the organization is at any given time and 
knowing when to push, knowing when to step back. 
That's what makes this work so fascinating, but I 
would say that's probably one of the biggest things 
that I've learned. And then, also is understanding 
that companies are where they are. We love to think 
that companies would be beyond where they are 
today. Again, as I said earlier, that this role, this work 
would not even be needed in 2021, but that's not 
the case. 

So, accepting that this is where we are and bringing 
the skill sets, the leadership—the leadership 
experience needed to do this work is what it's all 
about. Also, I would say this: What I've learned in 
working in so many companies is that you have to 
accept people for who they are and all that they 
bring to the table. We would think that even now, 
this day and time, that people would be further 
along in some of their thinking about DE&I, but 
that's not always the case. 

To be able to say in leading this work, "It's okay, 
Karen." People are where they are. Accept that. Do 
all that you can to help bring them along, and if you 
can't, it's all right. Just keep moving. Don't judge 
people. Don't even necessarily try to change 
people. Just do the work. Do the work and know 
that people will come along, and things will come 
along.

Those have been some hard lessons for me, but I 
think that's a lot of what this work is all about: 
accepting people for who they are and 
understanding that you just have to meet 
organizations where they are. 

MT: This is the reason why we were so excited when 
Karen came along, just because she understands 
that not everybody is in the same place when it 
comes to DE&I. We have a caregiver population of 
120,000 people. You can't expect everybody to be 
super-advanced in their thinking about DEI. Some 
people don't really understand why this is a priority. 
We're seeing that there's a range of where people 
are. Like Karen said, we're trying to bring people 
along, accept them without judgment, but really 
help people see how this is lined up with our 
values, and why it's a business imperative, and how 
we should be treating each other. It's such an 
important part of the work. 

JS: When I have you two back on next year at this 
time, or maybe two years from this time, what are 
the signals, both qualitative and quantitative, that 
you're making progress? Melissa first and then 
Karen. 

MT: Quantitative, I think the number of people that 
we've served from diverse communities will be a 
really big indicator. Since we started this work, our 
Health Equity Group has served half a million 
individuals. I anticipate by this time next year, it'll be 
at least double that amount. I think that'll be a really 
key indicator. And Karen, I'll turn it over to you for 
your thoughts as well. 

KA: I would say definitely as we begin to see our 
representation in leadership begin to evolve, and 
as we begin to see the pipeline of talent, diverse 
talent, begin to further increase, I think that those 
would be some key measures for us of success. As 
we begin to hear more and more leaders talk about 
diversity, equity and inclusion and the work that we 
are doing, that is a huge measure of success. 

So many times in organizations, leaders don't feel 
comfortable having conversations about DEI. And 
again, back to my belief, so goes the leadership, so 
goes the company. One of the things that I want to 
make sure we do is that we focus in on our 
leadership, giving our leadership the tools they 
need to be able to lead diverse teams. That would 
be a measure of success. 

As we begin to see more and more leaders 
stepping up and taking on the courageous 
leadership that is needed to do this work, as we see 
more and more leaders step out of their comfort 
zones, leading in a different way, that will be 
another huge measure of success for us. Those are 
some of the things, Jim, that I think next year and 
the year beyond as we come back…Maybe we 
even have a leader on to talk about his or her 
journey, where they were maybe today in 2021 and 
where they are in 2022. 

JS: That's a great idea. What companies or people 
or industries inspire you both on your journey on 
DE&I? 

KA: I've worked for one. I am so proud of the work 
that Southern Company has done and is doing 
right now, oh, my goodness, it is just tremendous. 
Having been with Southern Company 10, 12 years 
ago, and the work that we were doing at that time, 
and even before I arrived at Southern Company, the 
great work that the D&I team was doing then. E was 
not a part of the equation then. It was just diversity 
and inclusion. 

JS: Karen, what industry is that? 

KA: That is the energy industry. Southern Company 
really doubled down on developing their pipeline. 
There were roles created to target high potential 
leadership amongst underrepresented talent, roles 
that would give high potentials exposure to 
executive leadership, rotation assignments. I will 
give Southern Company credit for this as well. They 
pushed high potential talent in the sense that the 
messaging was, "We are here to support you. We 
will help develop you, but here are some of the 
things that you're going to have to do. You're going 
to have to be open to getting experiences around 
the system." 

So, it could mean that you spend time at Georgia 
Power. It could mean that you spend time in 
Alabama Power, that you spend time in Mississippi 
Power. And today, if you look at the Southern 
Company website, you see a diverse slate of talent, 
and I know some of the people who have moved 
into senior leadership roles and where they were, 
the roles that they were in when I was there several 
years ago. 

I can say I’m really proud of the work that they're 
doing—a huge investment that they made a couple 
years ago in partnership with HBCUs, a multimillion 
dollar investment. The cutting-edge leadership and 
things that they're doing, I think, is just tremendous.

JS: It's fabulous. Melissa, how about yourself? 
Inspiration? 

MT: I don't know that I have one particular 
company in mind, just because I feel like we're all 
on a journey towards this, but probably one that 
I've been paying attention to is Henry Ford, which is 
a health system in Detroit. One of our former 
strategic officers went over there and is a leader 
over there. I've been paying attention to what 
they've been doing; they have a very diverse pool 
and a really strong commitment to it. I'm still trying 
to think of anyone that stands out, but I do feel like 
we're all on a journey on this effort. 

JS: I want to close this out with a bit of advice from 
both of you. If I dropped each of you into a room of 
C-level executives from a diverse group of 
industries and ask you to share with them one, two, 
three tips for them to advance DE&I in their 
organizations, what would those tips be? Melissa, 
let's start with you and then go to Karen. 

MT: I think first, it does start with personal reflection 
and really thinking about DE&I for yourself and 
trying to understand why it's important and where 
the gaps are. I think there's that element of 
personal reflection. Then, I think once you come to 
that as a leader, you have to make it a priority within 
your organization, actually putting it into your 
strategic plan. 

Thirdly, I guess, as part of that personal reflection, is 
just really understanding it is a matter of justice, but 

it's also a business imperative. You can't function in 
business or society today without having a really 
strong, inclusive environment. Understanding how 
it impacts the business side of things is also really 
important, and it could be more of a driver for 
businesses. 

Even we're seeing with bond investors and others, 
they're putting ESG as a priority. They want to know 
what organizations are doing to address this. I think 
it's something that you can't not do in today's 
world. 

JS: An earlier guest on our DE&I Mini-Series was 
Frank Cooper at BlackRock, and he spoke exactly 
about that, how their investment criteria has shifted 
because it is the right thing to do. And it's the 
successful thing to do. Karen, last word to you, 
advice in front of a group of C-level  executives. 

KA: I would start with really doing some 
self-awareness and self-analysis, to get a journal 
and spend time in that journal, asking themselves 
questions, such as what is my diversity story? What 
do I really know about people who do or who do 
not look like me or who have not had the same 
experiences as me? What are some of my fears 
about doing this work? What are those things that I 
need to overcome to free myself to really be 
comfortable in doing this work? 

I think a lot of it starts there, and it's just personal 
one-on one time, jotting down responses to those 
questions. The next thing is taking off the suit, 
taking off the tie, and going and having 
conversations with people, caregivers, friends, 

neighbors, church members, whomever, who 
they've never had a conversation with before, to sit 
down and start having some conversations, to be 
open, to be vulnerable, to ask questions. 

I would say the other thing that's so important for 
leaders at the C-suite level is to be comfortable 
holding each other accountable and to not be 
afraid to challenge in a safe way, of course. Those 
things are important. When you start laying that 
type of groundwork, you begin to see the 
trickle-down throughout the organization of how 
this work can really be impactful. 

JS: Both of you, you've been a  huge inspiration for 
our listeners, for myself. Thank you for what you're 
doing. I would love to have you back on this show 
to talk about progress and to advance this 
conversation.  

MT: Thank you for having us, Jim. It was really fun. 

KA: Yes, Jim, thank you so much for having us, and 
we look forward to joining you next year and the 
year after. 

JS: That was my conversation with Karen and 
Melissa. Three takeaways from this wonderful 
conversation: 

First one is the importance of listening, the 
importance of a listening tour. Karen is just a few 
months into her new role at Providence, and she is 
spending several months, beginning January, 
visiting all of their locations, talking to their people, 
to get ideas, get their buy-in, get their engagement 
in the diversity, equity and inclusion strategy at 
Providence. 

Second takeaway, the importance of language. 
Providence has 120,000 people working there, and 
they do not call them employees. They do not call 
them associates. They call them caregivers. 
Everyone, whether you work behind a computer, 
whether you work in a warehouse, whether you 
work as a nurse  or doctor, you are a caregiver. 

Third takeaway, if you're sitting on a leadership 
team, Karen had the best advice regarding DE&I. 
First, keep a journal. Internalize why this is 
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"DON'T JUDGE PEOPLE. DON'T 
EVEN NECESSARILY TRY TO 
CHANGE PEOPLE. JUST DO 
THE WORK. DO THE WORK 
AND KNOW THAT PEOPLE 
WILL COME ALONG."

important for you. What's your history? What are 
your fears? What do you need to overcome? 
Second, take off  that suit and tie and get out there. 
Be among people. Get their ideas and 
engagement, and last, hold each other on your 
leadership team accountable, especially when it 
comes to a pipeline of high potential, diverse 
talent. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests today on The CMO 
Podcast DE&I Mini-Series are Karen Ashley, the 
Associate Vice President, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at Providence Health Systems, and Melissa 
Tizon, VP National Communications, also at 
Providence. Providence is a very large nonprofit 
healthcare network. 100,000 employees—they call 
them caregivers. 52 hospitals, 800 non-acute 
healthcare facilities. Providence operates across 
seven states in the Western U.S.t

Its roots are deep. It was founded in 1859 by the 
Sisters of Providence, and its mission has not 
changed much in 173 years. Karen joined 
Providence in August 2021, and Melissa has been 
there for nearly 10 years. This is my conversation 
about DE&I at Providence and beyond with Melissa 
and Karen.

Welcome, Karen and Melissa, to The CMO Podcast 
and our  mini-series on DE&I. You are both in senior 
roles at Providence. I'd like to know how you both 
first met. Karen, why don't we start with you, and 
we'll see if Melissa's story lines up? 

KAREN ASHLEY: Sure. Thank you, Jim. And thank 
you so much for having us. It's  an honor and a 
privilege to be here. I'm so looking forward to  
today's discussion. I am a new caregiver at 
Providence, and it's interesting in this virtual work 
setting that we're in. Melissa and I actually met 
virtually back in August when I joined Providence. 
We've known each other for just right at four 
months and building a partnership, and we are 
both going to be working towards moving 
Providence's DEI efforts forward. 

JS: Melissa, do you remember it the same way? 

MELISSA TIZON: I remember it exactly the same 
way. At Providence, we made diversity, equity and 
inclusion an official priority as part of our strategic 
plan in, I think it was, February of 2020. So, we've 
been eagerly awaiting leadership, and we've been 
trying to build a leadership structure to help 
support this effort.

When Karen got hired, we were just super excited, 
and she also started in the middle of a COVID 
surge. We have 52 hospitals, and they were all just 

at the verge of capacity. Karen started at a busy 
time for our organization, but we were still 
incredibly happy when she arrived. She's really 
provided a lot of leadership, and she's got some 
really great ideas that we're excited about.

JS: Do you have plans to meet together in person 
physically at some point in the near future?  

MT: I definitely hope so. And we can arrange that. 
We can actually go into the office in small groups. I 
hope to do that soon.

JS: What kinds of things do you two work on 
together? Melissa,  why don't we start with you?   
    
MT: I'll just bring up one thing, but there are many 
things that we have on the agenda. One of them is 
that we're working on what we're calling a caregiver 
value. At Providence, we're a healthcare system, 
and we call all of our employees caregivers, 
whether they work at the bedside and deliver 
patient care or  not. We believe everybody 
ultimately is supporting the work of  patients, so 
that's why we call ourselves caregivers. 

We're working on what we're calling a ‘caregiver 
value proposition’ to really define what it means, 
what the experience is for caregivers, what it means 
to work at Providence. Part of that has to do with 
defining our statement around diversity, equity and 
inclusion. That's one of the initial things that Karen 
and I met about and talked about. 

As she goes out and does a listening tour and really 
understands caregivers, we'll start to evolve that 
statement, but we really feel like we need to have a 
strong statement. In this environment, we have such 
a workforce shortage of healthcare  workers that we 
really need to make sure that we're being  inclusive 
and reaching out to everyone in our communities 
to help support our work. 

JS: I love that you call everyone caregivers, even if 
they're not in a  primary care role. I think that's 
beautiful. Do you talk about  that in your team 
meetings, in your performance discussions, in  your 
career planning? Tell me a little bit about how 
caregiver comes to life in your culture. Karen, why 
don't I start with you? I know, Melissa, you've been 

there a lot longer, but, Karen,  you're relatively new. 
You're seeing this with fresh eyes. Tell us more 
about it. 

KA: I love it as well, Jim. It's different for me, being 
accustomed to referring to employees as 
employees in all the previous organizations in 
which I've worked, but there's something about the 
word caregiver that just gives your work even all the 
more meaning. There's this innate feeling that, "Oh, 
my goodness. I'm not just an employee. I'm actually 
taking care of people." 

As Melissa said, whether I'm at the bedside, 
whether I'm sitting at a desk, whether I'm sitting 
behind a computer in virtual meetings, at the end 
of the day, my role, I'm responsible—all  120,000 of 
us—for taking care of people and giving that care to 
people. It has a little bit of a different meaning than 
employee, if you will. 

JS: Melissa, how does it come to life within the 
culture in terms of, as I said, performance reviews, 
career planning, etc.? 

MT: It's really become part of our culture, this word 
caregiver. For managers, we don't call them 
managers. We call them core leaders. That's part of 
our vernacular. We rolled out the term caregiver 
and core leader, I think it was in 2014, and it was a 
change for our organization. We did get a little bit 
of pushback from physicians who didn't want to be 
called caregivers. But we really were strong in the 
rollout, and the vast majority of people embraced 
the term because they understood. 

We're a very mission-driven organization. We like to 
say that we sit at the intersection of innovation and 
compassion. Caregiver really fits with that 
compassion part of the job, and it helps us to 
remember to stay focused on our mission. No 
matter what you do in the organization, it's all about 
getting care to the patient and serving the patient. 

Everything in our organization, you will almost 
never see the word employee anywhere. Even in 
our performance evaluations, all of that, it's all 
called caregiver performance and development 
conversations. Everything uses that word. It's very, 
very intrinsic in our organization. 

JS: We'll move from caregiving to our topic of the 
day, which is DE&I, and of course, they are related. 
I'd like to start with each of you sharing a story from 
your life on why these three words—diversity, equity, 
inclusion—are meaningful to you in your work and in 
your life. Melissa, let's start with you, and then we'll 
move to Karen. 

MT: I'm the daughter of immigrants. My parents  
immigrated from the Philippines in the late 1960s. 
They were part of this wave of immigration from the 
Philippines of Filipino nurses and doctors. When 
they moved here to pursue a profession and to give 
their children a better life, they really wanted me to 
go into healthcare as well. 

But I was a journalist. I knew at a young age that I 
was a writer and a journalist by background. I went 
to journalism school and did that for a little bit. But I 
realized I really wanted to be part of a not-for-profit 
organization, and that's when I got hired at a health 
system in Seattle called Swedish. I started out there 
as a writer and just moved up in the organization. 
I've been doing healthcare communications for 
more than 20 years at this point.
 
Diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me 
because, being Filipino, Filipinos make up such a 
huge part of the healthcare workforce. They really 
drive nursing, as an example, and physical therapy 
and environmental services. And so much of the 
healthcare workforce is incredibly diverse. I really 
want to make sure that I'm supporting making it 
easier for them to do their work, even if they might 
not speak English as a first language, but just 
respecting the diversity. Also respecting the fact 
that they reflect the communities that we serve 
because our communities are incredibly diverse, 
and that's really important to us. That's why 
diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me. 

JS: Karen, I'd like to hear your story. You've been 
involved in DE&I in many organizations for many 

years. Please tell us why these three words are so 
meaningful to you and you've committed so much 
of your life to that. 

KA: I will tell you, growing up in San Antonio with a 
large Hispanic population and then also with 
military parents, there was always this exposure to 
people who didn't look like me, and always 
growing up in a family where everyone was 
welcome. My mom's house, our house was the 
Sunday fellowship place for football. It was Dallas 
Cowboys and whomever they were playing. 

I grew up in this environment where I was 
accustomed to having different people around me. 
As I got older and began to see that the outside 
world doesn't really work or operate like my family 
did, and the things that I experienced growing up, 
those were not the same things that people who 
didn't look like me, and then those who look like 
me, didn't really experience. 

It became important for me just seeing the beauty 
of what it could be, what the potential could be of 
all different types of  people coming together and 
loving on each other, supporting each other, 
encouraging each other, what really that could look 
like. As I moved into the business world, it felt like a 
natural fit for me to be involved in this work, to lead 
this work.  

I share this story with people all the time. Having 
grown up in San Antonio with a large Hispanic 
population, I did not see that many people who 
looked like me, that many Black people, but moving 
to Atlanta, oh, my goodness. That was the 
encouragement that I needed and confidence that I 
needed to  really begin to thrive in this work. Living 
in Atlanta showed me the possibilities to see Black 
people owning their own businesses, to see Black 
people in senior leadership roles, to see Black 
people leading cities, serving as mayors and city 
council members, as judges. 

I needed to see that for my own edification, like I 
said, and confidence. The 17 years spent in Atlanta 
really solidified for me this is the work that I should 
be doing. And then, of course, always comes, 
"Okay, but you can't stay here and do it just here." 
The calling, it was to Ohio next. Oh my goodness, 

that was like night and day moving from Atlanta, 
Georgia to Columbus, Ohio. 

But still, the roots were there. The values were there. 
The base was there. Everything that I needed to 
really begin to do this work regardless of the 
organization, regardless of the geographic territory 
was there. I think that came from growing up and all 
that I saw and what was instilled in me as a child. 

JS: You both talked about family and early 
experiences. I think that's so fundamental. My 
mother passed away not long ago,  and at her 
service, so many people stood up and said, "The  
kitchen door was always open. There was always a 
seat at the  table. The table was round, 24/7. If you 
needed a cookie, a  glass, some milk, a snack, or a 
conversation, the door was  always open.” And 
that's the most beautiful thing anyone I think can 
say about anyone's life. 

KA: Indeed. 

JS: Tell me a bit about where you are focusing right 
now, of all the opportunities we have. Melissa, let's 
start with you and then go to Karen. If I stepped into 
your organization and talked to half a dozen 
people, what would they tell me the focus is? 

MT: In February of 2020, as I mentioned, we 
established our social responsibility platform, and 
the first priority in that platform was DEI. The 
second one is climate. In terms of social 
responsibility and social justice, those were our 
most important things. This was right before the 
pandemic, when our senior leadership established 
that as our priorities.
 
A few months later, there was the death of George 
Floyd, and I think that just shook everybody to their 
core. It really mobilized us even further as an 
organization, even though we had already 
established it as a priority. Another thing we did is 
we committed $50 million over five years to health 
equity to make sure that everybody has the same 
chance at having a healthy life.
 
We have a team that's working on that across our 
organization, and it's been remarkable to see the 
kind of work that they're doing. They've engaged 

community workers, people who are part of these 
diverse communities, and put them through 
training and education so that they can be liaisons 
in the community—to help connect people who are 
in communities that may not have as much 
connection to the healthcare system, to us—building 
that trust and building those relationships. It’s been 
incredible to see the kind of work that's being done 
through programs like that. 

JS: Karen, you've been at the company a few 
months, and DE&I was part of the strategic plan, 
which Melissa just talked about. This was put into 
the plan about a year and a half ago. So, Karen, tell 
me, what bearing did that have on you to take this 
job, and where are you focusing in your first few 
months as the  Associate VP of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion? 

KA: Going through the selection process, I 
participated, oh, my goodness, in probably six or 
seven interviews. By the sixth interview, the final 
interview, I was convinced that Providence was 
committed to the work of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, hands down. That was not a question for 
me. As I step into this role and as I've done with 
other companies, and I shared this during my 
interview, is that it's important for me to come in 
and to listen, to assess and to listen. 

As Melissa mentioned a little bit earlier at the top of 
our conversation, in January, I am launching a 
system-wide DEI listening tour. I will be on the road 
for a few months and plan to visit each one of our 
regions. I'm going to cover our entire footprint. I'm 
going to have conversations with core leaders, and 
individual contributors, and our CRG, Caregiver 
Resource Group members about the state of 
diversity, equity and inclusion from their 
perspective. 

I'm going to use this feedback, Jim, to further build 

out our multi-year DEI strategy that will bring all of 
the work that's  being done at the regions and in 
our lines of business together  so that we can 
ensure we have a north star and that we are all 
moving in the same direction. Of course, leaving 
room and  flexibility for the regions to still do the 
work that needs to be done to meet the needs of 
their particular work environments, but at the same 
time, getting us all on the same page. 

I think it's important, as I've learned doing this work 
over the years, that the strategy should represent 
the voices of, in our case, our caregivers. We want 
to make sure we are doing the work that our 
caregivers feel we should do. To be quite honest, 
the listening tour gives them some skin in the 
game, because they have a voice that will be 
represented in the strategy. That is going to be my 
initial focus is getting out, listening, talking with our 
caregivers, and getting from them where they think 
we are and what they think we should be doing. 

JS: That's terrific. I'd like you to reflect a bit on the 
interviews you spoke about as you were deciding to 
join  Providence. What were the signals that you 
saw that said, "This is an organization that's taking 
this seriously and is committed and one I want to 
join"? 

KA: It's amazing that even in this virtual setting, 
there was a connection. There was a connection 
with everyone who I interviewed with, to be quite 
frank. There was a genuineness in every interview. 
You could tell there was sincerity about the 
caregivers at Providence. And also there was this ... 
How can I say it? There was this vulnerability about 
this work of diversity, equity and inclusion. There 
was honesty in terms of where Providence is, the 
great work that's been done, and the work that 
everyone who I interviewed with said needs to 
continue. 

I appreciated that, that there was not this, "We're 
perfect. We've got everything right." There were 
some, "We need some help." There was actual, "We 
need some help. We recognize it, and that's why we 
want to make sure that we're going to get this 
position filled." I could appreciate that. 

JS: Melissa, I want to turn to you. You've been at the 

company about 10 years, and you've been a 
communications leader at this remarkable company 
for a long time. How is the voice of Providence 
today on DE&I different from what it was 10 years 
ago when you joined, and why is it different?
 
MT: I believe we are very vocal on this issue—and 
that wasn't always the case—because we take public 
stands on things, which we didn't before. I think it 
was in about 2017 when we really started feeling 
the need to speak out. It happened with, if you 
remember, the demonstrations in Charlottesville, 
where there was this element of white supremacy at 
those demonstrations. Our CEO, at that time, felt 
the need to speak out on that. He put out a 
personal message about what it meant for him. His 
father is Jewish, and his father's entire family was 
sent to Auschwitz. His father was the only person 
who survived. It was at a time when healthcare 
organizations didn't feel the need to speak out on 
things like that, but it really is part of our values. 

We have been vocal on things, and it's not political 
for us. Like things that are happening at the border 
now, and even a few years ago, our pediatricians 
were really concerned about what that means for 
the health of those children. We've been very vocal 
about it. I hope that answers your question. But it's 
not that the voice has changed. It's just that we've 
made our voice louder because we feel like we 
have to speak up for the needs of those who are 
vulnerable, people who don't have a voice. 

JS: I think your sisters, who started this organization 
in 1859, would agree with that. Karen, before 
coming to Providence, you've had deep experience 
in leading DE&I in heavy infrastructure companies 
at  Georgia Power, Ashland Energy, San Antonio 
Water System. What did you learn in those 
experiences that you have brought to Providence? 

KA: One of the things that I've learned, and it's so 
important, is that in doing this work, you have to 
meet companies where they are. Personally, there's 
such passion about wanting to move this work 
forward and wanting to see change overnight. The 
reality is that it doesn't work like that. I've learned, 
over the course of my career, the importance of 
stepping into organizations, learning the culture, 
building the relationships, learning the history of 

the company, getting familiar with how comfortable 
the leaders are with leading this work. 

I'm a firm believer, Jim, that so goes the leadership, 
so goes the fill-in-the-blank—the family, the church, 
the company, the department, the team. I've 
learned through experience, through bumps and 
bruises, if you will, that I can't take a company too 
fast. It doesn't work. I can't take the company too 
slow. That's not the answer either. It's finding the 
right balance. It's finding the right pace. It's finding 
what the organization will respond to and really 
where the organization is at any given time and 
knowing when to push, knowing when to step back. 
That's what makes this work so fascinating, but I 
would say that's probably one of the biggest things 
that I've learned. And then, also is understanding 
that companies are where they are. We love to think 
that companies would be beyond where they are 
today. Again, as I said earlier, that this role, this work 
would not even be needed in 2021, but that's not 
the case. 

So, accepting that this is where we are and bringing 
the skill sets, the leadership—the leadership 
experience needed to do this work is what it's all 
about. Also, I would say this: What I've learned in 
working in so many companies is that you have to 
accept people for who they are and all that they 
bring to the table. We would think that even now, 
this day and time, that people would be further 
along in some of their thinking about DE&I, but 
that's not always the case. 

To be able to say in leading this work, "It's okay, 
Karen." People are where they are. Accept that. Do 
all that you can to help bring them along, and if you 
can't, it's all right. Just keep moving. Don't judge 
people. Don't even necessarily try to change 
people. Just do the work. Do the work and know 
that people will come along, and things will come 
along.

Those have been some hard lessons for me, but I 
think that's a lot of what this work is all about: 
accepting people for who they are and 
understanding that you just have to meet 
organizations where they are. 

MT: This is the reason why we were so excited when 
Karen came along, just because she understands 
that not everybody is in the same place when it 
comes to DE&I. We have a caregiver population of 
120,000 people. You can't expect everybody to be 
super-advanced in their thinking about DEI. Some 
people don't really understand why this is a priority. 
We're seeing that there's a range of where people 
are. Like Karen said, we're trying to bring people 
along, accept them without judgment, but really 
help people see how this is lined up with our 
values, and why it's a business imperative, and how 
we should be treating each other. It's such an 
important part of the work. 

JS: When I have you two back on next year at this 
time, or maybe two years from this time, what are 
the signals, both qualitative and quantitative, that 
you're making progress? Melissa first and then 
Karen. 

MT: Quantitative, I think the number of people that 
we've served from diverse communities will be a 
really big indicator. Since we started this work, our 
Health Equity Group has served half a million 
individuals. I anticipate by this time next year, it'll be 
at least double that amount. I think that'll be a really 
key indicator. And Karen, I'll turn it over to you for 
your thoughts as well. 

KA: I would say definitely as we begin to see our 
representation in leadership begin to evolve, and 
as we begin to see the pipeline of talent, diverse 
talent, begin to further increase, I think that those 
would be some key measures for us of success. As 
we begin to hear more and more leaders talk about 
diversity, equity and inclusion and the work that we 
are doing, that is a huge measure of success. 

So many times in organizations, leaders don't feel 
comfortable having conversations about DEI. And 
again, back to my belief, so goes the leadership, so 
goes the company. One of the things that I want to 
make sure we do is that we focus in on our 
leadership, giving our leadership the tools they 
need to be able to lead diverse teams. That would 
be a measure of success. 

As we begin to see more and more leaders 
stepping up and taking on the courageous 
leadership that is needed to do this work, as we see 
more and more leaders step out of their comfort 
zones, leading in a different way, that will be 
another huge measure of success for us. Those are 
some of the things, Jim, that I think next year and 
the year beyond as we come back…Maybe we 
even have a leader on to talk about his or her 
journey, where they were maybe today in 2021 and 
where they are in 2022. 

JS: That's a great idea. What companies or people 
or industries inspire you both on your journey on 
DE&I? 

KA: I've worked for one. I am so proud of the work 
that Southern Company has done and is doing 
right now, oh, my goodness, it is just tremendous. 
Having been with Southern Company 10, 12 years 
ago, and the work that we were doing at that time, 
and even before I arrived at Southern Company, the 
great work that the D&I team was doing then. E was 
not a part of the equation then. It was just diversity 
and inclusion. 

JS: Karen, what industry is that? 

KA: That is the energy industry. Southern Company 
really doubled down on developing their pipeline. 
There were roles created to target high potential 
leadership amongst underrepresented talent, roles 
that would give high potentials exposure to 
executive leadership, rotation assignments. I will 
give Southern Company credit for this as well. They 
pushed high potential talent in the sense that the 
messaging was, "We are here to support you. We 
will help develop you, but here are some of the 
things that you're going to have to do. You're going 
to have to be open to getting experiences around 
the system." 

So, it could mean that you spend time at Georgia 
Power. It could mean that you spend time in 
Alabama Power, that you spend time in Mississippi 
Power. And today, if you look at the Southern 
Company website, you see a diverse slate of talent, 
and I know some of the people who have moved 
into senior leadership roles and where they were, 
the roles that they were in when I was there several 
years ago. 

I can say I’m really proud of the work that they're 
doing—a huge investment that they made a couple 
years ago in partnership with HBCUs, a multimillion 
dollar investment. The cutting-edge leadership and 
things that they're doing, I think, is just tremendous.

JS: It's fabulous. Melissa, how about yourself? 
Inspiration? 

MT: I don't know that I have one particular 
company in mind, just because I feel like we're all 
on a journey towards this, but probably one that 
I've been paying attention to is Henry Ford, which is 
a health system in Detroit. One of our former 
strategic officers went over there and is a leader 
over there. I've been paying attention to what 
they've been doing; they have a very diverse pool 
and a really strong commitment to it. I'm still trying 
to think of anyone that stands out, but I do feel like 
we're all on a journey on this effort. 

JS: I want to close this out with a bit of advice from 
both of you. If I dropped each of you into a room of 
C-level executives from a diverse group of 
industries and ask you to share with them one, two, 
three tips for them to advance DE&I in their 
organizations, what would those tips be? Melissa, 
let's start with you and then go to Karen. 

MT: I think first, it does start with personal reflection 
and really thinking about DE&I for yourself and 
trying to understand why it's important and where 
the gaps are. I think there's that element of 
personal reflection. Then, I think once you come to 
that as a leader, you have to make it a priority within 
your organization, actually putting it into your 
strategic plan. 

Thirdly, I guess, as part of that personal reflection, is 
just really understanding it is a matter of justice, but 

it's also a business imperative. You can't function in 
business or society today without having a really 
strong, inclusive environment. Understanding how 
it impacts the business side of things is also really 
important, and it could be more of a driver for 
businesses. 

Even we're seeing with bond investors and others, 
they're putting ESG as a priority. They want to know 
what organizations are doing to address this. I think 
it's something that you can't not do in today's 
world. 

JS: An earlier guest on our DE&I Mini-Series was 
Frank Cooper at BlackRock, and he spoke exactly 
about that, how their investment criteria has shifted 
because it is the right thing to do. And it's the 
successful thing to do. Karen, last word to you, 
advice in front of a group of C-level  executives. 

KA: I would start with really doing some 
self-awareness and self-analysis, to get a journal 
and spend time in that journal, asking themselves 
questions, such as what is my diversity story? What 
do I really know about people who do or who do 
not look like me or who have not had the same 
experiences as me? What are some of my fears 
about doing this work? What are those things that I 
need to overcome to free myself to really be 
comfortable in doing this work? 

I think a lot of it starts there, and it's just personal 
one-on one time, jotting down responses to those 
questions. The next thing is taking off the suit, 
taking off the tie, and going and having 
conversations with people, caregivers, friends, 

neighbors, church members, whomever, who 
they've never had a conversation with before, to sit 
down and start having some conversations, to be 
open, to be vulnerable, to ask questions. 

I would say the other thing that's so important for 
leaders at the C-suite level is to be comfortable 
holding each other accountable and to not be 
afraid to challenge in a safe way, of course. Those 
things are important. When you start laying that 
type of groundwork, you begin to see the 
trickle-down throughout the organization of how 
this work can really be impactful. 

JS: Both of you, you've been a  huge inspiration for 
our listeners, for myself. Thank you for what you're 
doing. I would love to have you back on this show 
to talk about progress and to advance this 
conversation.  

MT: Thank you for having us, Jim. It was really fun. 

KA: Yes, Jim, thank you so much for having us, and 
we look forward to joining you next year and the 
year after. 

JS: That was my conversation with Karen and 
Melissa. Three takeaways from this wonderful 
conversation: 

First one is the importance of listening, the 
importance of a listening tour. Karen is just a few 
months into her new role at Providence, and she is 
spending several months, beginning January, 
visiting all of their locations, talking to their people, 
to get ideas, get their buy-in, get their engagement 
in the diversity, equity and inclusion strategy at 
Providence. 

Second takeaway, the importance of language. 
Providence has 120,000 people working there, and 
they do not call them employees. They do not call 
them associates. They call them caregivers. 
Everyone, whether you work behind a computer, 
whether you work in a warehouse, whether you 
work as a nurse  or doctor, you are a caregiver. 

Third takeaway, if you're sitting on a leadership 
team, Karen had the best advice regarding DE&I. 
First, keep a journal. Internalize why this is 
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important for you. What's your history? What are 
your fears? What do you need to overcome? 
Second, take off  that suit and tie and get out there. 
Be among people. Get their ideas and 
engagement, and last, hold each other on your 
leadership team accountable, especially when it 
comes to a pipeline of high potential, diverse 
talent. 



JIM STENGEL: My guests today on The CMO 
Podcast DE&I Mini-Series are Karen Ashley, the 
Associate Vice President, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at Providence Health Systems, and Melissa 
Tizon, VP National Communications, also at 
Providence. Providence is a very large nonprofit 
healthcare network. 100,000 employees—they call 
them caregivers. 52 hospitals, 800 non-acute 
healthcare facilities. Providence operates across 
seven states in the Western U.S.t

Its roots are deep. It was founded in 1859 by the 
Sisters of Providence, and its mission has not 
changed much in 173 years. Karen joined 
Providence in August 2021, and Melissa has been 
there for nearly 10 years. This is my conversation 
about DE&I at Providence and beyond with Melissa 
and Karen.

Welcome, Karen and Melissa, to The CMO Podcast 
and our  mini-series on DE&I. You are both in senior 
roles at Providence. I'd like to know how you both 
first met. Karen, why don't we start with you, and 
we'll see if Melissa's story lines up? 

KAREN ASHLEY: Sure. Thank you, Jim. And thank 
you so much for having us. It's  an honor and a 
privilege to be here. I'm so looking forward to  
today's discussion. I am a new caregiver at 
Providence, and it's interesting in this virtual work 
setting that we're in. Melissa and I actually met 
virtually back in August when I joined Providence. 
We've known each other for just right at four 
months and building a partnership, and we are 
both going to be working towards moving 
Providence's DEI efforts forward. 

JS: Melissa, do you remember it the same way? 

MELISSA TIZON: I remember it exactly the same 
way. At Providence, we made diversity, equity and 
inclusion an official priority as part of our strategic 
plan in, I think it was, February of 2020. So, we've 
been eagerly awaiting leadership, and we've been 
trying to build a leadership structure to help 
support this effort.

When Karen got hired, we were just super excited, 
and she also started in the middle of a COVID 
surge. We have 52 hospitals, and they were all just 

at the verge of capacity. Karen started at a busy 
time for our organization, but we were still 
incredibly happy when she arrived. She's really 
provided a lot of leadership, and she's got some 
really great ideas that we're excited about.

JS: Do you have plans to meet together in person 
physically at some point in the near future?  

MT: I definitely hope so. And we can arrange that. 
We can actually go into the office in small groups. I 
hope to do that soon.

JS: What kinds of things do you two work on 
together? Melissa,  why don't we start with you?   
    
MT: I'll just bring up one thing, but there are many 
things that we have on the agenda. One of them is 
that we're working on what we're calling a caregiver 
value. At Providence, we're a healthcare system, 
and we call all of our employees caregivers, 
whether they work at the bedside and deliver 
patient care or  not. We believe everybody 
ultimately is supporting the work of  patients, so 
that's why we call ourselves caregivers. 

We're working on what we're calling a ‘caregiver 
value proposition’ to really define what it means, 
what the experience is for caregivers, what it means 
to work at Providence. Part of that has to do with 
defining our statement around diversity, equity and 
inclusion. That's one of the initial things that Karen 
and I met about and talked about. 

As she goes out and does a listening tour and really 
understands caregivers, we'll start to evolve that 
statement, but we really feel like we need to have a 
strong statement. In this environment, we have such 
a workforce shortage of healthcare  workers that we 
really need to make sure that we're being  inclusive 
and reaching out to everyone in our communities 
to help support our work. 

JS: I love that you call everyone caregivers, even if 
they're not in a  primary care role. I think that's 
beautiful. Do you talk about  that in your team 
meetings, in your performance discussions, in  your 
career planning? Tell me a little bit about how 
caregiver comes to life in your culture. Karen, why 
don't I start with you? I know, Melissa, you've been 

there a lot longer, but, Karen,  you're relatively new. 
You're seeing this with fresh eyes. Tell us more 
about it. 

KA: I love it as well, Jim. It's different for me, being 
accustomed to referring to employees as 
employees in all the previous organizations in 
which I've worked, but there's something about the 
word caregiver that just gives your work even all the 
more meaning. There's this innate feeling that, "Oh, 
my goodness. I'm not just an employee. I'm actually 
taking care of people." 

As Melissa said, whether I'm at the bedside, 
whether I'm sitting at a desk, whether I'm sitting 
behind a computer in virtual meetings, at the end 
of the day, my role, I'm responsible—all  120,000 of 
us—for taking care of people and giving that care to 
people. It has a little bit of a different meaning than 
employee, if you will. 

JS: Melissa, how does it come to life within the 
culture in terms of, as I said, performance reviews, 
career planning, etc.? 

MT: It's really become part of our culture, this word 
caregiver. For managers, we don't call them 
managers. We call them core leaders. That's part of 
our vernacular. We rolled out the term caregiver 
and core leader, I think it was in 2014, and it was a 
change for our organization. We did get a little bit 
of pushback from physicians who didn't want to be 
called caregivers. But we really were strong in the 
rollout, and the vast majority of people embraced 
the term because they understood. 

We're a very mission-driven organization. We like to 
say that we sit at the intersection of innovation and 
compassion. Caregiver really fits with that 
compassion part of the job, and it helps us to 
remember to stay focused on our mission. No 
matter what you do in the organization, it's all about 
getting care to the patient and serving the patient. 

Everything in our organization, you will almost 
never see the word employee anywhere. Even in 
our performance evaluations, all of that, it's all 
called caregiver performance and development 
conversations. Everything uses that word. It's very, 
very intrinsic in our organization. 

JS: We'll move from caregiving to our topic of the 
day, which is DE&I, and of course, they are related. 
I'd like to start with each of you sharing a story from 
your life on why these three words—diversity, equity, 
inclusion—are meaningful to you in your work and in 
your life. Melissa, let's start with you, and then we'll 
move to Karen. 

MT: I'm the daughter of immigrants. My parents  
immigrated from the Philippines in the late 1960s. 
They were part of this wave of immigration from the 
Philippines of Filipino nurses and doctors. When 
they moved here to pursue a profession and to give 
their children a better life, they really wanted me to 
go into healthcare as well. 

But I was a journalist. I knew at a young age that I 
was a writer and a journalist by background. I went 
to journalism school and did that for a little bit. But I 
realized I really wanted to be part of a not-for-profit 
organization, and that's when I got hired at a health 
system in Seattle called Swedish. I started out there 
as a writer and just moved up in the organization. 
I've been doing healthcare communications for 
more than 20 years at this point.
 
Diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me 
because, being Filipino, Filipinos make up such a 
huge part of the healthcare workforce. They really 
drive nursing, as an example, and physical therapy 
and environmental services. And so much of the 
healthcare workforce is incredibly diverse. I really 
want to make sure that I'm supporting making it 
easier for them to do their work, even if they might 
not speak English as a first language, but just 
respecting the diversity. Also respecting the fact 
that they reflect the communities that we serve 
because our communities are incredibly diverse, 
and that's really important to us. That's why 
diversity, equity and inclusion is so important to me. 

JS: Karen, I'd like to hear your story. You've been 
involved in DE&I in many organizations for many 

years. Please tell us why these three words are so 
meaningful to you and you've committed so much 
of your life to that. 

KA: I will tell you, growing up in San Antonio with a 
large Hispanic population and then also with 
military parents, there was always this exposure to 
people who didn't look like me, and always 
growing up in a family where everyone was 
welcome. My mom's house, our house was the 
Sunday fellowship place for football. It was Dallas 
Cowboys and whomever they were playing. 

I grew up in this environment where I was 
accustomed to having different people around me. 
As I got older and began to see that the outside 
world doesn't really work or operate like my family 
did, and the things that I experienced growing up, 
those were not the same things that people who 
didn't look like me, and then those who look like 
me, didn't really experience. 

It became important for me just seeing the beauty 
of what it could be, what the potential could be of 
all different types of  people coming together and 
loving on each other, supporting each other, 
encouraging each other, what really that could look 
like. As I moved into the business world, it felt like a 
natural fit for me to be involved in this work, to lead 
this work.  

I share this story with people all the time. Having 
grown up in San Antonio with a large Hispanic 
population, I did not see that many people who 
looked like me, that many Black people, but moving 
to Atlanta, oh, my goodness. That was the 
encouragement that I needed and confidence that I 
needed to  really begin to thrive in this work. Living 
in Atlanta showed me the possibilities to see Black 
people owning their own businesses, to see Black 
people in senior leadership roles, to see Black 
people leading cities, serving as mayors and city 
council members, as judges. 

I needed to see that for my own edification, like I 
said, and confidence. The 17 years spent in Atlanta 
really solidified for me this is the work that I should 
be doing. And then, of course, always comes, 
"Okay, but you can't stay here and do it just here." 
The calling, it was to Ohio next. Oh my goodness, 

that was like night and day moving from Atlanta, 
Georgia to Columbus, Ohio. 

But still, the roots were there. The values were there. 
The base was there. Everything that I needed to 
really begin to do this work regardless of the 
organization, regardless of the geographic territory 
was there. I think that came from growing up and all 
that I saw and what was instilled in me as a child. 

JS: You both talked about family and early 
experiences. I think that's so fundamental. My 
mother passed away not long ago,  and at her 
service, so many people stood up and said, "The  
kitchen door was always open. There was always a 
seat at the  table. The table was round, 24/7. If you 
needed a cookie, a  glass, some milk, a snack, or a 
conversation, the door was  always open.” And 
that's the most beautiful thing anyone I think can 
say about anyone's life. 

KA: Indeed. 

JS: Tell me a bit about where you are focusing right 
now, of all the opportunities we have. Melissa, let's 
start with you and then go to Karen. If I stepped into 
your organization and talked to half a dozen 
people, what would they tell me the focus is? 

MT: In February of 2020, as I mentioned, we 
established our social responsibility platform, and 
the first priority in that platform was DEI. The 
second one is climate. In terms of social 
responsibility and social justice, those were our 
most important things. This was right before the 
pandemic, when our senior leadership established 
that as our priorities.
 
A few months later, there was the death of George 
Floyd, and I think that just shook everybody to their 
core. It really mobilized us even further as an 
organization, even though we had already 
established it as a priority. Another thing we did is 
we committed $50 million over five years to health 
equity to make sure that everybody has the same 
chance at having a healthy life.
 
We have a team that's working on that across our 
organization, and it's been remarkable to see the 
kind of work that they're doing. They've engaged 

community workers, people who are part of these 
diverse communities, and put them through 
training and education so that they can be liaisons 
in the community—to help connect people who are 
in communities that may not have as much 
connection to the healthcare system, to us—building 
that trust and building those relationships. It’s been 
incredible to see the kind of work that's being done 
through programs like that. 

JS: Karen, you've been at the company a few 
months, and DE&I was part of the strategic plan, 
which Melissa just talked about. This was put into 
the plan about a year and a half ago. So, Karen, tell 
me, what bearing did that have on you to take this 
job, and where are you focusing in your first few 
months as the  Associate VP of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion? 

KA: Going through the selection process, I 
participated, oh, my goodness, in probably six or 
seven interviews. By the sixth interview, the final 
interview, I was convinced that Providence was 
committed to the work of diversity, equity and 
inclusion, hands down. That was not a question for 
me. As I step into this role and as I've done with 
other companies, and I shared this during my 
interview, is that it's important for me to come in 
and to listen, to assess and to listen. 

As Melissa mentioned a little bit earlier at the top of 
our conversation, in January, I am launching a 
system-wide DEI listening tour. I will be on the road 
for a few months and plan to visit each one of our 
regions. I'm going to cover our entire footprint. I'm 
going to have conversations with core leaders, and 
individual contributors, and our CRG, Caregiver 
Resource Group members about the state of 
diversity, equity and inclusion from their 
perspective. 

I'm going to use this feedback, Jim, to further build 

out our multi-year DEI strategy that will bring all of 
the work that's  being done at the regions and in 
our lines of business together  so that we can 
ensure we have a north star and that we are all 
moving in the same direction. Of course, leaving 
room and  flexibility for the regions to still do the 
work that needs to be done to meet the needs of 
their particular work environments, but at the same 
time, getting us all on the same page. 

I think it's important, as I've learned doing this work 
over the years, that the strategy should represent 
the voices of, in our case, our caregivers. We want 
to make sure we are doing the work that our 
caregivers feel we should do. To be quite honest, 
the listening tour gives them some skin in the 
game, because they have a voice that will be 
represented in the strategy. That is going to be my 
initial focus is getting out, listening, talking with our 
caregivers, and getting from them where they think 
we are and what they think we should be doing. 

JS: That's terrific. I'd like you to reflect a bit on the 
interviews you spoke about as you were deciding to 
join  Providence. What were the signals that you 
saw that said, "This is an organization that's taking 
this seriously and is committed and one I want to 
join"? 

KA: It's amazing that even in this virtual setting, 
there was a connection. There was a connection 
with everyone who I interviewed with, to be quite 
frank. There was a genuineness in every interview. 
You could tell there was sincerity about the 
caregivers at Providence. And also there was this ... 
How can I say it? There was this vulnerability about 
this work of diversity, equity and inclusion. There 
was honesty in terms of where Providence is, the 
great work that's been done, and the work that 
everyone who I interviewed with said needs to 
continue. 

I appreciated that, that there was not this, "We're 
perfect. We've got everything right." There were 
some, "We need some help." There was actual, "We 
need some help. We recognize it, and that's why we 
want to make sure that we're going to get this 
position filled." I could appreciate that. 

JS: Melissa, I want to turn to you. You've been at the 

company about 10 years, and you've been a 
communications leader at this remarkable company 
for a long time. How is the voice of Providence 
today on DE&I different from what it was 10 years 
ago when you joined, and why is it different?
 
MT: I believe we are very vocal on this issue—and 
that wasn't always the case—because we take public 
stands on things, which we didn't before. I think it 
was in about 2017 when we really started feeling 
the need to speak out. It happened with, if you 
remember, the demonstrations in Charlottesville, 
where there was this element of white supremacy at 
those demonstrations. Our CEO, at that time, felt 
the need to speak out on that. He put out a 
personal message about what it meant for him. His 
father is Jewish, and his father's entire family was 
sent to Auschwitz. His father was the only person 
who survived. It was at a time when healthcare 
organizations didn't feel the need to speak out on 
things like that, but it really is part of our values. 

We have been vocal on things, and it's not political 
for us. Like things that are happening at the border 
now, and even a few years ago, our pediatricians 
were really concerned about what that means for 
the health of those children. We've been very vocal 
about it. I hope that answers your question. But it's 
not that the voice has changed. It's just that we've 
made our voice louder because we feel like we 
have to speak up for the needs of those who are 
vulnerable, people who don't have a voice. 

JS: I think your sisters, who started this organization 
in 1859, would agree with that. Karen, before 
coming to Providence, you've had deep experience 
in leading DE&I in heavy infrastructure companies 
at  Georgia Power, Ashland Energy, San Antonio 
Water System. What did you learn in those 
experiences that you have brought to Providence? 

KA: One of the things that I've learned, and it's so 
important, is that in doing this work, you have to 
meet companies where they are. Personally, there's 
such passion about wanting to move this work 
forward and wanting to see change overnight. The 
reality is that it doesn't work like that. I've learned, 
over the course of my career, the importance of 
stepping into organizations, learning the culture, 
building the relationships, learning the history of 

the company, getting familiar with how comfortable 
the leaders are with leading this work. 

I'm a firm believer, Jim, that so goes the leadership, 
so goes the fill-in-the-blank—the family, the church, 
the company, the department, the team. I've 
learned through experience, through bumps and 
bruises, if you will, that I can't take a company too 
fast. It doesn't work. I can't take the company too 
slow. That's not the answer either. It's finding the 
right balance. It's finding the right pace. It's finding 
what the organization will respond to and really 
where the organization is at any given time and 
knowing when to push, knowing when to step back. 
That's what makes this work so fascinating, but I 
would say that's probably one of the biggest things 
that I've learned. And then, also is understanding 
that companies are where they are. We love to think 
that companies would be beyond where they are 
today. Again, as I said earlier, that this role, this work 
would not even be needed in 2021, but that's not 
the case. 

So, accepting that this is where we are and bringing 
the skill sets, the leadership—the leadership 
experience needed to do this work is what it's all 
about. Also, I would say this: What I've learned in 
working in so many companies is that you have to 
accept people for who they are and all that they 
bring to the table. We would think that even now, 
this day and time, that people would be further 
along in some of their thinking about DE&I, but 
that's not always the case. 

To be able to say in leading this work, "It's okay, 
Karen." People are where they are. Accept that. Do 
all that you can to help bring them along, and if you 
can't, it's all right. Just keep moving. Don't judge 
people. Don't even necessarily try to change 
people. Just do the work. Do the work and know 
that people will come along, and things will come 
along.

Those have been some hard lessons for me, but I 
think that's a lot of what this work is all about: 
accepting people for who they are and 
understanding that you just have to meet 
organizations where they are. 

MT: This is the reason why we were so excited when 
Karen came along, just because she understands 
that not everybody is in the same place when it 
comes to DE&I. We have a caregiver population of 
120,000 people. You can't expect everybody to be 
super-advanced in their thinking about DEI. Some 
people don't really understand why this is a priority. 
We're seeing that there's a range of where people 
are. Like Karen said, we're trying to bring people 
along, accept them without judgment, but really 
help people see how this is lined up with our 
values, and why it's a business imperative, and how 
we should be treating each other. It's such an 
important part of the work. 

JS: When I have you two back on next year at this 
time, or maybe two years from this time, what are 
the signals, both qualitative and quantitative, that 
you're making progress? Melissa first and then 
Karen. 

MT: Quantitative, I think the number of people that 
we've served from diverse communities will be a 
really big indicator. Since we started this work, our 
Health Equity Group has served half a million 
individuals. I anticipate by this time next year, it'll be 
at least double that amount. I think that'll be a really 
key indicator. And Karen, I'll turn it over to you for 
your thoughts as well. 

KA: I would say definitely as we begin to see our 
representation in leadership begin to evolve, and 
as we begin to see the pipeline of talent, diverse 
talent, begin to further increase, I think that those 
would be some key measures for us of success. As 
we begin to hear more and more leaders talk about 
diversity, equity and inclusion and the work that we 
are doing, that is a huge measure of success. 

So many times in organizations, leaders don't feel 
comfortable having conversations about DEI. And 
again, back to my belief, so goes the leadership, so 
goes the company. One of the things that I want to 
make sure we do is that we focus in on our 
leadership, giving our leadership the tools they 
need to be able to lead diverse teams. That would 
be a measure of success. 

As we begin to see more and more leaders 
stepping up and taking on the courageous 
leadership that is needed to do this work, as we see 
more and more leaders step out of their comfort 
zones, leading in a different way, that will be 
another huge measure of success for us. Those are 
some of the things, Jim, that I think next year and 
the year beyond as we come back…Maybe we 
even have a leader on to talk about his or her 
journey, where they were maybe today in 2021 and 
where they are in 2022. 

JS: That's a great idea. What companies or people 
or industries inspire you both on your journey on 
DE&I? 

KA: I've worked for one. I am so proud of the work 
that Southern Company has done and is doing 
right now, oh, my goodness, it is just tremendous. 
Having been with Southern Company 10, 12 years 
ago, and the work that we were doing at that time, 
and even before I arrived at Southern Company, the 
great work that the D&I team was doing then. E was 
not a part of the equation then. It was just diversity 
and inclusion. 

JS: Karen, what industry is that? 

KA: That is the energy industry. Southern Company 
really doubled down on developing their pipeline. 
There were roles created to target high potential 
leadership amongst underrepresented talent, roles 
that would give high potentials exposure to 
executive leadership, rotation assignments. I will 
give Southern Company credit for this as well. They 
pushed high potential talent in the sense that the 
messaging was, "We are here to support you. We 
will help develop you, but here are some of the 
things that you're going to have to do. You're going 
to have to be open to getting experiences around 
the system." 

So, it could mean that you spend time at Georgia 
Power. It could mean that you spend time in 
Alabama Power, that you spend time in Mississippi 
Power. And today, if you look at the Southern 
Company website, you see a diverse slate of talent, 
and I know some of the people who have moved 
into senior leadership roles and where they were, 
the roles that they were in when I was there several 
years ago. 

I can say I’m really proud of the work that they're 
doing—a huge investment that they made a couple 
years ago in partnership with HBCUs, a multimillion 
dollar investment. The cutting-edge leadership and 
things that they're doing, I think, is just tremendous.

JS: It's fabulous. Melissa, how about yourself? 
Inspiration? 

MT: I don't know that I have one particular 
company in mind, just because I feel like we're all 
on a journey towards this, but probably one that 
I've been paying attention to is Henry Ford, which is 
a health system in Detroit. One of our former 
strategic officers went over there and is a leader 
over there. I've been paying attention to what 
they've been doing; they have a very diverse pool 
and a really strong commitment to it. I'm still trying 
to think of anyone that stands out, but I do feel like 
we're all on a journey on this effort. 

JS: I want to close this out with a bit of advice from 
both of you. If I dropped each of you into a room of 
C-level executives from a diverse group of 
industries and ask you to share with them one, two, 
three tips for them to advance DE&I in their 
organizations, what would those tips be? Melissa, 
let's start with you and then go to Karen. 

MT: I think first, it does start with personal reflection 
and really thinking about DE&I for yourself and 
trying to understand why it's important and where 
the gaps are. I think there's that element of 
personal reflection. Then, I think once you come to 
that as a leader, you have to make it a priority within 
your organization, actually putting it into your 
strategic plan. 

Thirdly, I guess, as part of that personal reflection, is 
just really understanding it is a matter of justice, but 

it's also a business imperative. You can't function in 
business or society today without having a really 
strong, inclusive environment. Understanding how 
it impacts the business side of things is also really 
important, and it could be more of a driver for 
businesses. 

Even we're seeing with bond investors and others, 
they're putting ESG as a priority. They want to know 
what organizations are doing to address this. I think 
it's something that you can't not do in today's 
world. 

JS: An earlier guest on our DE&I Mini-Series was 
Frank Cooper at BlackRock, and he spoke exactly 
about that, how their investment criteria has shifted 
because it is the right thing to do. And it's the 
successful thing to do. Karen, last word to you, 
advice in front of a group of C-level  executives. 

KA: I would start with really doing some 
self-awareness and self-analysis, to get a journal 
and spend time in that journal, asking themselves 
questions, such as what is my diversity story? What 
do I really know about people who do or who do 
not look like me or who have not had the same 
experiences as me? What are some of my fears 
about doing this work? What are those things that I 
need to overcome to free myself to really be 
comfortable in doing this work? 

I think a lot of it starts there, and it's just personal 
one-on one time, jotting down responses to those 
questions. The next thing is taking off the suit, 
taking off the tie, and going and having 
conversations with people, caregivers, friends, 

neighbors, church members, whomever, who 
they've never had a conversation with before, to sit 
down and start having some conversations, to be 
open, to be vulnerable, to ask questions. 

I would say the other thing that's so important for 
leaders at the C-suite level is to be comfortable 
holding each other accountable and to not be 
afraid to challenge in a safe way, of course. Those 
things are important. When you start laying that 
type of groundwork, you begin to see the 
trickle-down throughout the organization of how 
this work can really be impactful. 

JS: Both of you, you've been a  huge inspiration for 
our listeners, for myself. Thank you for what you're 
doing. I would love to have you back on this show 
to talk about progress and to advance this 
conversation.  

MT: Thank you for having us, Jim. It was really fun. 

KA: Yes, Jim, thank you so much for having us, and 
we look forward to joining you next year and the 
year after. 

JS: That was my conversation with Karen and 
Melissa. Three takeaways from this wonderful 
conversation: 

First one is the importance of listening, the 
importance of a listening tour. Karen is just a few 
months into her new role at Providence, and she is 
spending several months, beginning January, 
visiting all of their locations, talking to their people, 
to get ideas, get their buy-in, get their engagement 
in the diversity, equity and inclusion strategy at 
Providence. 

Second takeaway, the importance of language. 
Providence has 120,000 people working there, and 
they do not call them employees. They do not call 
them associates. They call them caregivers. 
Everyone, whether you work behind a computer, 
whether you work in a warehouse, whether you 
work as a nurse  or doctor, you are a caregiver. 

Third takeaway, if you're sitting on a leadership 
team, Karen had the best advice regarding DE&I. 
First, keep a journal. Internalize why this is 

important for you. What's your history? What are 
your fears? What do you need to overcome? 
Second, take off  that suit and tie and get out there. 
Be among people. Get their ideas and 
engagement, and last, hold each other on your 
leadership team accountable, especially when it 
comes to a pipeline of high potential, diverse 
talent. 
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EPISODE 7

DE&I FOR ME IS AN 
ACRONYM REALLY FOR 

EMPATHY. IT ALSO MEANS 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF 

PRIVILEGE WHEN YOU 
HAVE IT, POWER WHEN 

YOU HAVE IT, WHAT YOU 
CAN DO WITH THOSE 

THINGS.

“

JESSICA ROBERTSON
Co-Founder & Chief Content Officer | TOGETHXR



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast, DE&I Mini-Series is Jessica 
Robertson, the chief content officer at TOGETHXR. 
TOGETHXR is a brand new media and commerce 
company with the mission to feature a diverse and 
inclusive community of game changers, culture 
shapers, thought leaders and barrier breakers.
  
The founders of TOGETHXR are four world-class 
athletes, all Olympic gold medalists: Alex Morgan, 
Chloe Kim, Sue Bird and Simone Manuel. Before 
joining TOGETHXR, Jessica was the head of content 
for The Players' Tribune, another publisher owned 
by world-class athletes. She has also held positions 
at The FADER, MTV, Rolling Stone and AOL Music. 
In this conversation, we'll talk about TOGETHXR's 
objective to disrupt the inequitable pattern in 
sports and media. Only about 4 percent of sports 
coverage is women's sports. We'll also talk about 
the impact storytelling has on DE&I and what 
marketers and executives can learn from great 
storytelling. This is my compelling conversation with 
Jessica Robertson. 

Jessica, welcome to The CMO Podcast. I have to tell 
you, in prepping for this great chat we're going to 
have, my wife and I started watching your video 
content on your site, on TOGETHXR's site. And we, 
frankly, could not stop. We watched the Jalaiah 
story. We watched Mia Brady. We watched the 
surfer girls. It is just so good. My wife, who's 
probably a bit older than your target audience, she 
just said to me, "This is so inspiring. I can only 
imagine what it's doing for young girls." 

I want you to start there. What is it about this very 
young company that is producing work that is so 
good and compelling? 

JESSICA ROBERTSON: First I would say, that's very 
validating. Thank you. We wanted TOGETHXR to be 
a see-it, be-it brand. It was imperative for us to have 
an entire generation of young girls see themselves 
reflected back in the stories that we tell, possibly for 
the first time ever. So everything, every story that 
we produce, every series we make is done with that 
intention. I love that you used the word “inspiring” 
because when we were building the brand, as you 
do, we had a blank wall and we're putting words on 
this wall of what we want this brand to be, who this 

brand is for. We were debating, do we even use the 
word athlete or not? Are we saying specifically for 
women or not? We came down to traits and 
“inspiring” was one of the first words we wrote 
down. It has to move people. That's what we aim to 
do in part with every story we tell. 

JS: What was your origin story with this brand? 
What brought you and these four amazing women 
together? 

JR: It starts with Alex Morgan. She, coming off the 
World Cup win in 2019, did as all athletes at her 
level—which is to say one of the greatest athletes in 
the world, I don't have to say female or woman in 
front of that and that's true—was assessing her 
career and the landscape that she exists in, what 
was available to her coming up, what wasn't 
available to her coming up. She would call it legacy. 
That's a word she uses. I think coming off of that 
win, she's on the back nine of her career now. She 
wanted to leave something bigger than medals, or 
trophies, or whatever in the case. She wanted to 
create something that didn't exist for her. She's 
been on the forefront of the fight for quality and 
equity in her sport, certainly for women in sports at 
large. 

She was looking next to the women she plays with 
and against every single day and what their 
journeys have been or haven't been. She also knew 
that she wanted to become a mom. And it so 
happens that she welcomed a daughter into the 
world in the last year plus. Then she thought about 
what exists for her daughter or her eventual 
daughter, and she wanted to create a brand that 
sees these young women for who they are, 
celebrates them and tells their stories—because it 
doesn't exist and it didn't exist for her.

She was very intentional about making sure this was 
propelled by diverse perspectives and experiences. 
She also, coming from a team sport, believes in the 
power of a collective. So she wanted to do this in 
partnership with other incredibly powerful women, 
who like I said, their experiences, lived experiences, 
are very different from hers. That's where Sue Bird, 
Simone Manuel and Chloe Kim join the picture. I 
joke often that the four of them are our Avengers. 
They're this incredible powerful collective, who on 
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their own individually are so accomplished. Four of 
the greatest athletes of all time. But Alex had a 
shared mission to leave the sport and to leave 
culture better than when they were coming 
through. 

It starts with Alex. We brought in incredible women 
to complement and to build alongside her. Then 
from there, the brand work really started. That's 
where we debated for a long time. What is the 
voice of this brand? How does this brand manifest? 
I mentioned we were conceptualizing this in 2019. 
The world changed pretty radically throughout the 
build of this brand, which greatly impacted the 
voice of this brand and its manifestation. I think in 
the short year we've been live, almost a year now, 
we've seen incredible growth, incredible 
investment and response to the brand.  

The community we've built is incredibly passionate 
about this brand and has expectations for our 
brand, which is really interesting to see. We got our 
first tattoo—a community member of ours tattooed 
our logo on her arm because she felt like it was 
hers. It's a place where she belonged and didn't 
have that before. And it's been really incredible. 
Really, really incredible. 

JS: Did you reach out to Alex? How was the 
connection made? 

JR: I've known Alex and her team for quite some 
time through my work at The Players' Tribune. A lot 
of my personal work at The Players' Tribune was 
heavily focused on women athletes. So I have a lot 
of relationships and connections there. I got a call 
from her agent, a sort of exploratory, saying, "Hey, 
we're thinking about doing ... There's 
UNINTERRUPTED, there's The Players' Tribune. Alex 
is thinking about doing some version of that 
herself. What do you think?" It was, honestly, a 
series of conversations probably for the course of a 
year, before we actually started to implement real 
planning. Where does the investment come from? 
Where does it live? Is it incubated inside a larger 
shop? Is it something that we go and we fundraise 
and we launch independent? What do we call it? Is 
it the Alex Morgan Company? All the true sort of 
business and brand work that needed to be done. 
But it was, I would say, early 2019. Those 

conversations were happening in earnest.  

JS: I'm at the end of watching the Beatles 
documentary by Peter Jackson. I'm just loving it 
because it's about the creative process. It's about 
chemistry among creative people and geniuses. 
Could you talk a bit about what the chemistry is 
with these four women when they're in the room 
together? 

JR: I can't believe I get to be in the room with them 
so often. There  are people that you can describe 
and then there are people that you experience. The 
four of them together is a real experience, and they 
all have different approaches and different voices 
and different perspectives and different 
personalities and different types of expressions. 
The first word that comes to mind when the four of 
them are together is, presence. The temperature 
changes in the room. You can feel it. Simone has 
this quiet fierceness, but as soon as she smiles, 
again, the temperature in the room changes. It's so 
warm and inviting and beautiful. And she is so 
strong. 

Sue is hilarious. She brings a little swag to the room. 
Chloe loves to laugh and have fun. Alex is very 
intentional and almost allows the room to take 
shape however it needs to, to accomplish the goals 
that we have. She's the compass, though. She's 
often the compass for us. They're incredible. They 
feed off each other really well. They make this 
brand better. Their life experiences, but certainly 
their perspective on what this brand should be, 
makes us better. They're not afraid to have those 
hard conversations. 

JS: What kind of things do you talk about when you 
get together  with the four of them? Is it the 
business going forward? Is it the business model? Is 
it how you want to evolve the brand? Is it about 
your key community? Probably all of the above. 

JR: It's all of the above to varying degrees of 
specificity. I like to use our time with them to get 
feedback. They're not in the business every single 
day, obviously they're full-time athletes, but when 
they're watching and consuming, what are they 
experiencing? What's resonating with them? What's 
also happening in their personal landscapes and 

lives and sports and teams and leagues that we 
need to be talking about? We update them of 
course, on the business. We'll ask questions of 
them too, about where they want this to go now. 
We will have a big level-set in March 2nd, 2020, 
which is our one year anniversary, where we talk 
about what the next year holds. 

For me, it's information gathering. Again, setting 
our compass continually and making sure that the 
brand ... The interesting challenge of building a 
brand like this one with these four incredible 
women is, it exists on its own unto itself, but it also 
is a reflection of them. However, this brand 
manifests in the world, that it is also something that 
resonates with them and makes them proud too, 
and is an honest reflection of them. There's a lot of 
layers to the build of this, which is why when we 
have the four of them together, it's essential to get 
that feedback and also understand what their 
ambitions are for this brand. 

JS: We're going to get back to TOGETHXR in a 
moment, but I want to come back to you. I was 
researching this podcast, looking at your content 
and also looking at your voice and your career. I 
listened to the 33voices Podcast, and I found it 
wonderful on so many levels. But I felt a connection 
with you, Jessica. I grew up in a small town and not 
many people leave my small town. I was the only 
family member in my large family who left. When I 
go home, people don't ask me about my job or 
what I do. They ask me about my family. I had an 
ambition when I was young to move to New York 
and to be a writer. I didn't fly on an airplane until I 
was 22. All this was in your podcast. I felt a great 
connection. I want you to reflect on that. You grew 
up in a small town in Kentucky, you're going home 
to see them soon. I would like you to reflect on how 
that has shaped you and where that ambition came 
from now. What is it about your upbringing that 
gave rise to that ambition and helped shape you as 
a person, a storyteller, a DEI champion, an 
entrepreneur? Could you please reflect on your 
background and how that plays into Jessica today? 

JR: It's a really big question. I don't know where my 
ambition came from. What I can say is, I knew very, 
very early on at a very young age that I did not want 
to stay where I was. I knew I wanted to leave. What I 

appreciate about my home and my family and my 
upbringing now, I didn't fully appreciate at the time. 
But I also think because of where I come 
from—which is a very simple place and we didn't 
have a lot of means—I function with a lot of 
grounding. I'm not greatly impressed by the coasts 
or other things that I think people aspire for: power 
and money. I don't have ambitions for any of those 
things. My ambitions have always been simple, 
which is to tell stories and create empathy in this 
world. As a person, as a trait, maybe it is because of 
my Southern family. I was taught to ask questions 
and be polite and listen, and be nice. Some of 
those things hurt women over time, which we can 
talk about. 

I was always an empath, who observed and who 
would imagine other people's worlds and 
experiences, and almost want to crawl inside them 
and then bring them out into the rest of the world. 
No one in my family works in media. No one's left. 
Again, a very simple place, very simple family. I 
remember when my family visited me in New York 
for the first time, they said I walked too fast, but the 
resounding sort of message of support was, “This is 
so impressive. Congratulations, I could never see 
myself here.” And the difference is, I could always 
see myself there. I don't know. I think I was sort of 
destined to leave. And then ultimately appreciate 
going home. 

JS: Who were your role models growing up? 

JR: Writers and musicians, probably, outside of my 
family. My mom's side of the family is quite large. 
She's one of six. The women in my family are loud 
and boisterous and funny and run the show. I had 
incredibly strong female role models in my 
personal life, but I looked to writers and musicians. 

Great female writers: Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, poets. A lot of female musicians. My 
formative years were right in the mid '90s, when girl 
power was a thing, Lilith Fair was a big festival. I saw 
myself reflected back in their own journeys. There 
were some female athletes and the first jersey I ever 
bought with my own money was a Lisa Leslie jersey. 
So I either was reading a Anne Sexton book or 
listening to Tori Amos, or Joni Mitchell, and always 
identified with the female voice. 

JS: You started at Rolling Stone. Then you moved 
on to a variety of positions. You were in content and 
media, AOL Music, at Viacom MTV, at the FADER, at 
The Players' Tribune, now TOGETHXR. I listen to 
you speak about your experience at Rolling Stone 
as your first job in New York. And it was quite a 
transition. What is the most stretching for you, 
which one of those moved you most outside your 
comfort zone? 

JR: Rolling Stone stretched me as a person 
because it was my first experience in media, out of 
college, moving to New York. I had incredible 
imposter syndrome because everyone around me 
came from an Ivy League school or their family 
worked in media. They had connections and I felt 
very outside of the club. I was stretching in my 
personal life more than I would say, professionally. 
Although, I was learning what it meant to work 
professionally for the first time.  

My instinct is to say MTV and The Players' Tribune 
for very different reasons. MTV, the role that I 
assumed there, was to build a taste-making music 
brand, to reach an audience that MTV either used 
to reach and doesn't reach anymore, or to reach a 
whole new audience that, let's say Pitchfork, or 
other influential music entities and brands were 
reaching. I knew a lot about how to build a brand, 
but this was the first time I had to build a team. I 
owned a P&L. I was in big conference rooms and I 
had to lead and answer every question. From a 
professional standpoint, that experience probably 
stretched me the most and was one of the most 
formative. I would say, The Players' Tribune was 
probably the perfect confluence of both of those. 
The Players' Tribune to me, became incredibly 
personal and was sort of the Venn diagram of all of 
my passions and my interests and my ambitions. 

It started as a hypothesis, which was, what would 
happen if you take the middle man—in this case, the 
relationship between journalists and athlete—and 
you fundamentally change the dynamic of those 
conversations? You put the recorder on, but you 
empower the athlete to take you where they want 
to go and tell you a story about their life that maybe 
no one's ever asked them about, or they've never 
told before. Ultimately, they get to touch and shape 
that with you. You go direct to source and you 
create alongside with them. What could you do 
with that? That was the big question we were trying 
to answer. It turned out that we can humanize an 
entire community of people. And dimensionalize, 
humanize is almost a reductive word. To 
dimensionalize these people and to see them, truly 
see them maybe for the time and relate to them. 

I got to do that work for almost five years at a scale 
that I don't think we could have imagined. There 
were a lot of incredible experiences and rooms and 
conversations that came from that time. As a 
storyteller, oftentimes at The Players’ Tribune I got 
to be the holding space for someone else's deeply 
personal experience. Sometimes that included 
trauma, sometimes it included celebration. In the 
case of Kobe Bryant, who we worked with many 
times over, being home for his retirement 
announcement. And when he came through New 
York, we popped bottles of champagne and 
toasted to his career. There were so many moments 
from that time that I was privileged and lucky 
enough to be a part of. 

JS: Let's go back to The Players' Tribune for a 
moment. You worked there for a long time. What 
did you learn there that has helped you get off to 
such a fast start at TOGETHXR? 

JR: Go where the silence is. The entire premise and 
the work at The Players' Tribune was to unlock and 
dimensionalize. There's no greater category of 
people in my mind, in my perspective, who move 
culture forward than women and specifically 
women athletes, and probably even more 
specifically Black women athletes. There is 
significant white space, if we want to talk about 
brands and business opportunities that exist here. 
There's no brand that brings sport and culture 
together for a female demographic in this way. But 

more importantly, the stories that we're telling and 
the women that we're telling them with, and also 
the women who were actually creating the stories 
on our team, for example. It's all women, mostly 
women of color, on our team.  

They haven't been centered ever, really. Most of 
them haven't. So for me, it was go where the silence 
is, listen and make it so good and so undeniable 
and so real and authentic that it resonates. I think 
great storytelling does two things at once. It taps 
into your IQ and your EQ at the same time. It makes 
you think, it changes your perspective. It creates an 
emotional response, any number of emotional 
responses, and ultimately creates empathy. And 
that was it. No one's here. Why haven't they been 
here? We should be here. 

JS: Has there been a storytelling mentor in your 
years since Rolling Stone?

JR: I've been privileged enough to have a few. One 
of my mentors was the editorial director at The 
Players’ Tribune. His name's Gary Hoenig and he is 
founder of ESPN: The Magazine. He spent years 
and years inside the shop, is one of the brilliant 
minds of our time. Over the course of five years, we 
talked a lot about experiences, questions, hard 
questions, people, therapy, constructs. We talked 
about everything and ultimately, that made the 
stories that we told better. One of his 
prompts—which I hold tight to now, even in my 
personal relationships—I tend to think about their 
life as if it were a movie. One of his prompts was to 
imagine someone's life as a movie. Think about 
great movies: There's a protagonist, there's a great 

supporting cast. There's always one supporting 
actor. Who is that person in that person's life? 
What's the most important scene? What is that 
soundtrack? Can you literally place me in the room? 
He made all of us better. 

JS: You're coming up on your one year anniversary 
in March. You're the chief content officer. How do 
you feel it's gone in the first year? Has the first year 
been everything you hoped it would be? How do 
you measure the impact you're making 
qualitatively, quantitatively? 

JR: I'm floored by year one. I was asked right 
before we launched the brand—which the launch 
was delayed because of COVID. I was asked about 
what I feared for the brand. There's any number of 
fears you have whenever you're launching a startup. 
My fear was—because for so long it's been 
reinforced—that no one will care. No one will care 
about these women. No one's going to consume 
these stories, despite knowing that wasn't true, but 
that was my big fear. Year one has proven that so 
many people care. So many people celebrate this 
brand. There are quantitative and qualitative 
measurements against that. We are the fastest 
growing sports brand on TikTok. We're number one 
in our competitive set, we have 1.4 million 
followers, which is pretty astounding in nine 
months. 

We've doubled, almost tripled our revenue target 
in just nine months, which for me, as a purpose and 
mission-driven brand to actually drive investment in 
this space to these women, fills me up. It's great for 
the business. It's a great proof of business, but it 
also fulfills a mission for us. I mentioned our 
community member getting a tattoo. It sounds sort 
of ridiculous to say, but we wanted to be an identity 
brand and people, largely women, are seeing 
themselves reflected. That resonance has been 
incredible. There's a lot of other ways that we're 
measuring success. We're sort of drinking from a 
fire hose, from brand partnerships, from platform 
partnerships, from development and other 
production companies, platforms, Netflix. Others 
that we're talking to about long-term development. 
We have a lot of exciting announcements  going to 
be made in 2022, but the outpouring of support 
and investment in business and community has 

been unlike anything I've experienced in my career. 

JS: How do you speak about your purpose inside 
your company and how do you know you are 
making progress toward your purpose? I know 
you're still very young, nine months old, but this is 
an issue so many of our listeners wrestle with. They 
want their company to be a purpose-driven 
company. They want to make sure it's sustainable 
and keeps going. How do you know you're making 
progress? 

JR: There's the big purpose for us and then there's 
a lot of many purposes beneath that purpose. We 
talk about it very similar to the way I'm talking about 
it with you now, which is, about seeing and 
centering and lived experiences and authenticity. 
Even the means of which stories come to life and 
how they're created. We talk about conversation 
and challenging questions and what our role is as a 
brand to make statements and have a perspective. 
There is no neutral anymore. We talk a lot about 
that and how that can manifest. We also talk about 
how that purpose changes for us. Certainly, as the 
team changes and grows and stretches, the 
business scales. 2021 was about launching a 
company and a brand that resonated. 

You can define resonance in a number of different 
ways. It was to create visibility and center stories 
that aren't traditionally centered. What we're talking 
about now as a team around purpose is, what does 
that mean in year two? Visibility for us isn't enough 
anymore. We're interested in investment and what 
that actually looks like. Visibility is one part of 
investment. There's so much more. It's a long way 
of saying, a lot of the language that we use and the 
values that we uphold that we dissect and we talk 
about, I talk about the same way that I talk about it 
with you. 

JS: How would you like to see brands get involved 
and what is your message to the CMOs who are 
listening? 

JR: “Where have you been?” There's a cycle that 
exists in women's sports. Well, first of all, we should 
acknowledge women's sports is sort of ground zero 
for every -ism. It's been said that women's sports is 
so far behind. And I say this very often: My opinion 

is women's sports and women athletes have been 
so far ahead that culture has had to catch up and 
we're starting to get there. I jokingly say, "Where 
have you been?" There is this cycle that exists in 
women's sports that's related specifically to brand 
partners, which is 100 percent of media coverage. 
It's well known, that stat: Only 4 percent of that 
goes towards women athletes. That's not even 
dissecting the quality of that coverage, the breadth 
of that coverage, the diversity of that coverage, the 
marketing and amplification of that coverage. That's 
just a number. 

If there's only 4 percent visibility for these 
incredible women, it's incredibly hard to grow the 
community, the fans, the viewership. To put bodies 
in seats, to sell tickets to these events. You're not 
growing that, the audience. Brands are hesitant to 
invest in this space because it's not worth their ROI. 
If they're not spending money, then media 
companies aren't going to cover because they're 
not going to get any ad revenue against it. There's a 
very vicious cycle and there's ways to break that 
cycle. TOGETHXR's first way to disrupt that cycle 
was to tell the stories. Invest and tell these stories. 

For brands, for CMOs, what I would say is: It takes 
conscious intentional investment in this space. It's 
not enough to say you support women. You actually 
need to invest in women. You need to be the 
decision-maker, because you can disrupt the cycle. 
It's also an incredibly profitable, growing category. 
Was it Deloitte that projected it'll be a billion dollar 
category in the next couple of years? It's worth the 
investment. Someone has to make that decision. 
And you're in the seat to make that decision. For 
me, I also think about who those decision-makers 
are. Literally who's in that seat? What do they look 
like? What has their experience been? We talk 
about -isms, of course, coming into play in this 
space. I think I would question who's in that seat 
and what role they play and then the power and 
privilege they have to afford opportunity to others. 

JS: Is there a partnership you could talk about 
today that you think is very progressive for you?

JR: We've been fortunate enough to work with 
incredible brands who are really investing in 
women. We did a four-part doc series with Alex 

Morgan that was presented by AT&T. We are in the 
middle of launching a four-part series in 
partnership with Porsche, which is all about 
celebration of ambition and dreams and 
achievement that brings together four incredible 
women in that series. We have a lot of exciting 
brand partnerships and announcements to make 
very soon. One of the ones I'm most excited about 
right now—because of the story, not just the 
partnership itself—is with Buick. They are an NCAA 
title sponsor. They came to us recognizing that the 
level of investment on the women's side around 
NCAA tournaments is not the same. It's hard to 
ignore that. 

Last year, shortly after we launched the inequities 
that the women's ... Now, we can call it March 
Madness, but the women's NCAA Basketball 
Tournament and the conditions those women were 
in versus their male counterparts was made very 
visible and we were vocal about it. We talked about 
it, we covered it quite a bit. One of the questions 
that came out of that is, "Okay, outside of the 
governing body, there's a responsibility now for 
those brand partners to show up differently and 
they can also ... " I'm going to say it. I'm too 
Southern polite. They're part of the problem. And 
they can fix part of the problem. 

Buick recognizes that and they want to invest more 
in the space and they want to rightsize the 
investment and the opportunity around these 
tournaments. They've come to us to activate around 
every major NCAA women's tournament that exists, 
including the women's basketball tournament, 
which now we can call March Madness and Final 
Four. I love this story of that partnership, and we'll 
do some great activations on the ground. I'm 
excited to get into experiential. I hate that it took 
making very visible inequity to drive that change, 
but I think that's necessary. I love that a brand 

partner like Buick wants to figure out how to be a 
part of the solution. 

JS: The CEO is a woman and the CMO is a woman  
coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally. 
You're a gifted storyteller. To the marketers who are 
listening, who have big budgets and are trying to 
be better storytellers, what's your advice to them? 

JR: Authenticity is everything—everything. It's not 
just something you say on a panel at a conference. 
It's not something you aspire to. People will know if 
the story is authentic or not. It's a touch. It's a feel. 
It's the conception of the story. It's who created it, 
who told that story? It has to be authentic. 
Authenticity, to me, comes from a lot of places, but 
most importantly, and I just said it, it's who 
conceived the story. Who's making that story, who 
are you trying to reach with that story? Do those 
people look like the people and have experiences 
of the people you're trying to reach? You can't 
manufacture that. To me, it's a bigger ambition, with 
those budgets and with that power, to create new 
pipelines of opportunity to consider. Like I said, 
who's in the room, consider who's not in the room. 
Shake things up. 

JS: What's your advice to CMOs on creating an 
organization that is stronger in diversity, equity and 
inclusion? Your company is founded on those 
principles. If you were to sit down with a CMO in a 
large company right now, what council would you 
give them? 

JR: Where is your talent coming from? What is your 
brand aspiring to be? Do the people inside that 
company reflect that brand, live that brand, are that 
brand? Who's considered when you're making 
decisions? I think a lot about leadership, effectively 
because I'm at the top of this company right now. 
But I also think about the privilege that I have as a 
leader. There's obvious privilege. I'm white, I'm 
blonde hair and blue eyes. I'm feminine presenting, 
I'm straight passing. I'm able-bodied. I'm college 
educated. There's a lot of privilege I have. With that 
comes power and what I've come to believe about 
power is for me, personally—and I would advise this 
to a CMO inside a large organization—power needs 
to be shared and given out to empower the other 
people around you. To acknowledge that I actually 

don't have all the answers. My job is to make a 
decision, but my power ultimately is only effective if 
I'm giving it away. And the brand should come first.

JS: Jessica, let's move to the final section of this 
wonderful chat, called the creative brief. My first 
question to you is, what's the first brand that you 
remember making an impact on you as a young girl 
in Kentucky? 

JR: Nike and Jordan brand, I guess more 
specifically. There wasn't a lot of access in Kentucky. 
I guess the other one would be MTV, because my 
television was on all the time. My mom was a single 
parent. My twin sister and I were in front of the TV a 
lot, alone a lot. The television was on either an NBA 
game—Michael Jordan was one of my heroes—or it 
was on MTV. It's funny, because to come full circle 
and to walk into and work for MTV later with 
ambitions to bring back music legacy, which is 
something that I grew up with knowing them for, 
was a pretty special moment for me.  

JS: A lighter question. What makes Sue Bird so 
funny? 

JR: Man, she's born with it. It's not even just how 
funny she is. It's how quick she is. It's her wit, she's 
so witty. She does not miss a beat. I said at the top 
of this conversation, there are people you can 
describe and then there are people you have to  
experience. Sue Bird is an experience. She's also 
just a deeply good human. I will say this, Sue on her 
own is hilarious and a riot and a great time. Sue Bird 
with Diana Taurasi, is a whole other level. They need 
a show. They really do. 

JS: Well. That's up to you. 

JR: Yep. 

JS: Jessica, thank you for this honest, authentic and 

very inspiring discussion. Thank you for your 
generosity. 

JR: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it.  

JS: That was my conversation with Jessica 
Robertson. Three takeaways for your business, 
brand and life. 

First one: Women's sports is wide open for brands 
to get involved. Women's sports is growing. 
Women athletes are amazing people. This is an area 
for those brands listening and those people with 
brand budgets—you need to get involved, learn 
more about this. This is the right place to be for 
many, many brands.

Second takeaway: Authenticity is the key to great 
storytelling. Jessica is one of the world's great 
storytellers. She's told stories of some of the most 
amazing people on our planet. When I asked her 
the key to storytelling, she said very simply, 
authenticity. 

Third takeaway: What's the key to building a 
company that's grounded on DE&I? Empathy. 
Jessica's advice to CMOs who are trying to make 
progress on DE&I in their organization is to start 
with empathy.



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast, DE&I Mini-Series is Jessica 
Robertson, the chief content officer at TOGETHXR. 
TOGETHXR is a brand new media and commerce 
company with the mission to feature a diverse and 
inclusive community of game changers, culture 
shapers, thought leaders and barrier breakers.
  
The founders of TOGETHXR are four world-class 
athletes, all Olympic gold medalists: Alex Morgan, 
Chloe Kim, Sue Bird and Simone Manuel. Before 
joining TOGETHXR, Jessica was the head of content 
for The Players' Tribune, another publisher owned 
by world-class athletes. She has also held positions 
at The FADER, MTV, Rolling Stone and AOL Music. 
In this conversation, we'll talk about TOGETHXR's 
objective to disrupt the inequitable pattern in 
sports and media. Only about 4 percent of sports 
coverage is women's sports. We'll also talk about 
the impact storytelling has on DE&I and what 
marketers and executives can learn from great 
storytelling. This is my compelling conversation with 
Jessica Robertson. 

Jessica, welcome to The CMO Podcast. I have to tell 
you, in prepping for this great chat we're going to 
have, my wife and I started watching your video 
content on your site, on TOGETHXR's site. And we, 
frankly, could not stop. We watched the Jalaiah 
story. We watched Mia Brady. We watched the 
surfer girls. It is just so good. My wife, who's 
probably a bit older than your target audience, she 
just said to me, "This is so inspiring. I can only 
imagine what it's doing for young girls." 

I want you to start there. What is it about this very 
young company that is producing work that is so 
good and compelling? 

JESSICA ROBERTSON: First I would say, that's very 
validating. Thank you. We wanted TOGETHXR to be 
a see-it, be-it brand. It was imperative for us to have 
an entire generation of young girls see themselves 
reflected back in the stories that we tell, possibly for 
the first time ever. So everything, every story that 
we produce, every series we make is done with that 
intention. I love that you used the word “inspiring” 
because when we were building the brand, as you 
do, we had a blank wall and we're putting words on 
this wall of what we want this brand to be, who this 

brand is for. We were debating, do we even use the 
word athlete or not? Are we saying specifically for 
women or not? We came down to traits and 
“inspiring” was one of the first words we wrote 
down. It has to move people. That's what we aim to 
do in part with every story we tell. 

JS: What was your origin story with this brand? 
What brought you and these four amazing women 
together? 

JR: It starts with Alex Morgan. She, coming off the 
World Cup win in 2019, did as all athletes at her 
level—which is to say one of the greatest athletes in 
the world, I don't have to say female or woman in 
front of that and that's true—was assessing her 
career and the landscape that she exists in, what 
was available to her coming up, what wasn't 
available to her coming up. She would call it legacy. 
That's a word she uses. I think coming off of that 
win, she's on the back nine of her career now. She 
wanted to leave something bigger than medals, or 
trophies, or whatever in the case. She wanted to 
create something that didn't exist for her. She's 
been on the forefront of the fight for quality and 
equity in her sport, certainly for women in sports at 
large. 

She was looking next to the women she plays with 
and against every single day and what their 
journeys have been or haven't been. She also knew 
that she wanted to become a mom. And it so 
happens that she welcomed a daughter into the 
world in the last year plus. Then she thought about 
what exists for her daughter or her eventual 
daughter, and she wanted to create a brand that 
sees these young women for who they are, 
celebrates them and tells their stories—because it 
doesn't exist and it didn't exist for her.

She was very intentional about making sure this was 
propelled by diverse perspectives and experiences. 
She also, coming from a team sport, believes in the 
power of a collective. So she wanted to do this in 
partnership with other incredibly powerful women, 
who like I said, their experiences, lived experiences, 
are very different from hers. That's where Sue Bird, 
Simone Manuel and Chloe Kim join the picture. I 
joke often that the four of them are our Avengers. 
They're this incredible powerful collective, who on 
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their own individually are so accomplished. Four of 
the greatest athletes of all time. But Alex had a 
shared mission to leave the sport and to leave 
culture better than when they were coming 
through. 

It starts with Alex. We brought in incredible women 
to complement and to build alongside her. Then 
from there, the brand work really started. That's 
where we debated for a long time. What is the 
voice of this brand? How does this brand manifest? 
I mentioned we were conceptualizing this in 2019. 
The world changed pretty radically throughout the 
build of this brand, which greatly impacted the 
voice of this brand and its manifestation. I think in 
the short year we've been live, almost a year now, 
we've seen incredible growth, incredible 
investment and response to the brand.  

The community we've built is incredibly passionate 
about this brand and has expectations for our 
brand, which is really interesting to see. We got our 
first tattoo—a community member of ours tattooed 
our logo on her arm because she felt like it was 
hers. It's a place where she belonged and didn't 
have that before. And it's been really incredible. 
Really, really incredible. 

JS: Did you reach out to Alex? How was the 
connection made? 

JR: I've known Alex and her team for quite some 
time through my work at The Players' Tribune. A lot 
of my personal work at The Players' Tribune was 
heavily focused on women athletes. So I have a lot 
of relationships and connections there. I got a call 
from her agent, a sort of exploratory, saying, "Hey, 
we're thinking about doing ... There's 
UNINTERRUPTED, there's The Players' Tribune. Alex 
is thinking about doing some version of that 
herself. What do you think?" It was, honestly, a 
series of conversations probably for the course of a 
year, before we actually started to implement real 
planning. Where does the investment come from? 
Where does it live? Is it incubated inside a larger 
shop? Is it something that we go and we fundraise 
and we launch independent? What do we call it? Is 
it the Alex Morgan Company? All the true sort of 
business and brand work that needed to be done. 
But it was, I would say, early 2019. Those 

conversations were happening in earnest.  

JS: I'm at the end of watching the Beatles 
documentary by Peter Jackson. I'm just loving it 
because it's about the creative process. It's about 
chemistry among creative people and geniuses. 
Could you talk a bit about what the chemistry is 
with these four women when they're in the room 
together? 

JR: I can't believe I get to be in the room with them 
so often. There  are people that you can describe 
and then there are people that you experience. The 
four of them together is a real experience, and they 
all have different approaches and different voices 
and different perspectives and different 
personalities and different types of expressions. 
The first word that comes to mind when the four of 
them are together is, presence. The temperature 
changes in the room. You can feel it. Simone has 
this quiet fierceness, but as soon as she smiles, 
again, the temperature in the room changes. It's so 
warm and inviting and beautiful. And she is so 
strong. 

Sue is hilarious. She brings a little swag to the room. 
Chloe loves to laugh and have fun. Alex is very 
intentional and almost allows the room to take 
shape however it needs to, to accomplish the goals 
that we have. She's the compass, though. She's 
often the compass for us. They're incredible. They 
feed off each other really well. They make this 
brand better. Their life experiences, but certainly 
their perspective on what this brand should be, 
makes us better. They're not afraid to have those 
hard conversations. 

JS: What kind of things do you talk about when you 
get together  with the four of them? Is it the 
business going forward? Is it the business model? Is 
it how you want to evolve the brand? Is it about 
your key community? Probably all of the above. 

JR: It's all of the above to varying degrees of 
specificity. I like to use our time with them to get 
feedback. They're not in the business every single 
day, obviously they're full-time athletes, but when 
they're watching and consuming, what are they 
experiencing? What's resonating with them? What's 
also happening in their personal landscapes and 

lives and sports and teams and leagues that we 
need to be talking about? We update them of 
course, on the business. We'll ask questions of 
them too, about where they want this to go now. 
We will have a big level-set in March 2nd, 2020, 
which is our one year anniversary, where we talk 
about what the next year holds. 

For me, it's information gathering. Again, setting 
our compass continually and making sure that the 
brand ... The interesting challenge of building a 
brand like this one with these four incredible 
women is, it exists on its own unto itself, but it also 
is a reflection of them. However, this brand 
manifests in the world, that it is also something that 
resonates with them and makes them proud too, 
and is an honest reflection of them. There's a lot of 
layers to the build of this, which is why when we 
have the four of them together, it's essential to get 
that feedback and also understand what their 
ambitions are for this brand. 

JS: We're going to get back to TOGETHXR in a 
moment, but I want to come back to you. I was 
researching this podcast, looking at your content 
and also looking at your voice and your career. I 
listened to the 33voices Podcast, and I found it 
wonderful on so many levels. But I felt a connection 
with you, Jessica. I grew up in a small town and not 
many people leave my small town. I was the only 
family member in my large family who left. When I 
go home, people don't ask me about my job or 
what I do. They ask me about my family. I had an 
ambition when I was young to move to New York 
and to be a writer. I didn't fly on an airplane until I 
was 22. All this was in your podcast. I felt a great 
connection. I want you to reflect on that. You grew 
up in a small town in Kentucky, you're going home 
to see them soon. I would like you to reflect on how 
that has shaped you and where that ambition came 
from now. What is it about your upbringing that 
gave rise to that ambition and helped shape you as 
a person, a storyteller, a DEI champion, an 
entrepreneur? Could you please reflect on your 
background and how that plays into Jessica today? 

JR: It's a really big question. I don't know where my 
ambition came from. What I can say is, I knew very, 
very early on at a very young age that I did not want 
to stay where I was. I knew I wanted to leave. What I 

appreciate about my home and my family and my 
upbringing now, I didn't fully appreciate at the time. 
But I also think because of where I come 
from—which is a very simple place and we didn't 
have a lot of means—I function with a lot of 
grounding. I'm not greatly impressed by the coasts 
or other things that I think people aspire for: power 
and money. I don't have ambitions for any of those 
things. My ambitions have always been simple, 
which is to tell stories and create empathy in this 
world. As a person, as a trait, maybe it is because of 
my Southern family. I was taught to ask questions 
and be polite and listen, and be nice. Some of 
those things hurt women over time, which we can 
talk about. 

I was always an empath, who observed and who 
would imagine other people's worlds and 
experiences, and almost want to crawl inside them 
and then bring them out into the rest of the world. 
No one in my family works in media. No one's left. 
Again, a very simple place, very simple family. I 
remember when my family visited me in New York 
for the first time, they said I walked too fast, but the 
resounding sort of message of support was, “This is 
so impressive. Congratulations, I could never see 
myself here.” And the difference is, I could always 
see myself there. I don't know. I think I was sort of 
destined to leave. And then ultimately appreciate 
going home. 

JS: Who were your role models growing up? 

JR: Writers and musicians, probably, outside of my 
family. My mom's side of the family is quite large. 
She's one of six. The women in my family are loud 
and boisterous and funny and run the show. I had 
incredibly strong female role models in my 
personal life, but I looked to writers and musicians. 

Great female writers: Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, poets. A lot of female musicians. My 
formative years were right in the mid '90s, when girl 
power was a thing, Lilith Fair was a big festival. I saw 
myself reflected back in their own journeys. There 
were some female athletes and the first jersey I ever 
bought with my own money was a Lisa Leslie jersey. 
So I either was reading a Anne Sexton book or 
listening to Tori Amos, or Joni Mitchell, and always 
identified with the female voice. 

JS: You started at Rolling Stone. Then you moved 
on to a variety of positions. You were in content and 
media, AOL Music, at Viacom MTV, at the FADER, at 
The Players' Tribune, now TOGETHXR. I listen to 
you speak about your experience at Rolling Stone 
as your first job in New York. And it was quite a 
transition. What is the most stretching for you, 
which one of those moved you most outside your 
comfort zone? 

JR: Rolling Stone stretched me as a person 
because it was my first experience in media, out of 
college, moving to New York. I had incredible 
imposter syndrome because everyone around me 
came from an Ivy League school or their family 
worked in media. They had connections and I felt 
very outside of the club. I was stretching in my 
personal life more than I would say, professionally. 
Although, I was learning what it meant to work 
professionally for the first time.  

My instinct is to say MTV and The Players' Tribune 
for very different reasons. MTV, the role that I 
assumed there, was to build a taste-making music 
brand, to reach an audience that MTV either used 
to reach and doesn't reach anymore, or to reach a 
whole new audience that, let's say Pitchfork, or 
other influential music entities and brands were 
reaching. I knew a lot about how to build a brand, 
but this was the first time I had to build a team. I 
owned a P&L. I was in big conference rooms and I 
had to lead and answer every question. From a 
professional standpoint, that experience probably 
stretched me the most and was one of the most 
formative. I would say, The Players' Tribune was 
probably the perfect confluence of both of those. 
The Players' Tribune to me, became incredibly 
personal and was sort of the Venn diagram of all of 
my passions and my interests and my ambitions. 

It started as a hypothesis, which was, what would 
happen if you take the middle man—in this case, the 
relationship between journalists and athlete—and 
you fundamentally change the dynamic of those 
conversations? You put the recorder on, but you 
empower the athlete to take you where they want 
to go and tell you a story about their life that maybe 
no one's ever asked them about, or they've never 
told before. Ultimately, they get to touch and shape 
that with you. You go direct to source and you 
create alongside with them. What could you do 
with that? That was the big question we were trying 
to answer. It turned out that we can humanize an 
entire community of people. And dimensionalize, 
humanize is almost a reductive word. To 
dimensionalize these people and to see them, truly 
see them maybe for the time and relate to them. 

I got to do that work for almost five years at a scale 
that I don't think we could have imagined. There 
were a lot of incredible experiences and rooms and 
conversations that came from that time. As a 
storyteller, oftentimes at The Players’ Tribune I got 
to be the holding space for someone else's deeply 
personal experience. Sometimes that included 
trauma, sometimes it included celebration. In the 
case of Kobe Bryant, who we worked with many 
times over, being home for his retirement 
announcement. And when he came through New 
York, we popped bottles of champagne and 
toasted to his career. There were so many moments 
from that time that I was privileged and lucky 
enough to be a part of. 

JS: Let's go back to The Players' Tribune for a 
moment. You worked there for a long time. What 
did you learn there that has helped you get off to 
such a fast start at TOGETHXR? 

JR: Go where the silence is. The entire premise and 
the work at The Players' Tribune was to unlock and 
dimensionalize. There's no greater category of 
people in my mind, in my perspective, who move 
culture forward than women and specifically 
women athletes, and probably even more 
specifically Black women athletes. There is 
significant white space, if we want to talk about 
brands and business opportunities that exist here. 
There's no brand that brings sport and culture 
together for a female demographic in this way. But 

more importantly, the stories that we're telling and 
the women that we're telling them with, and also 
the women who were actually creating the stories 
on our team, for example. It's all women, mostly 
women of color, on our team.  

They haven't been centered ever, really. Most of 
them haven't. So for me, it was go where the silence 
is, listen and make it so good and so undeniable 
and so real and authentic that it resonates. I think 
great storytelling does two things at once. It taps 
into your IQ and your EQ at the same time. It makes 
you think, it changes your perspective. It creates an 
emotional response, any number of emotional 
responses, and ultimately creates empathy. And 
that was it. No one's here. Why haven't they been 
here? We should be here. 

JS: Has there been a storytelling mentor in your 
years since Rolling Stone?

JR: I've been privileged enough to have a few. One 
of my mentors was the editorial director at The 
Players’ Tribune. His name's Gary Hoenig and he is 
founder of ESPN: The Magazine. He spent years 
and years inside the shop, is one of the brilliant 
minds of our time. Over the course of five years, we 
talked a lot about experiences, questions, hard 
questions, people, therapy, constructs. We talked 
about everything and ultimately, that made the 
stories that we told better. One of his 
prompts—which I hold tight to now, even in my 
personal relationships—I tend to think about their 
life as if it were a movie. One of his prompts was to 
imagine someone's life as a movie. Think about 
great movies: There's a protagonist, there's a great 

supporting cast. There's always one supporting 
actor. Who is that person in that person's life? 
What's the most important scene? What is that 
soundtrack? Can you literally place me in the room? 
He made all of us better. 

JS: You're coming up on your one year anniversary 
in March. You're the chief content officer. How do 
you feel it's gone in the first year? Has the first year 
been everything you hoped it would be? How do 
you measure the impact you're making 
qualitatively, quantitatively? 

JR: I'm floored by year one. I was asked right 
before we launched the brand—which the launch 
was delayed because of COVID. I was asked about 
what I feared for the brand. There's any number of 
fears you have whenever you're launching a startup. 
My fear was—because for so long it's been 
reinforced—that no one will care. No one will care 
about these women. No one's going to consume 
these stories, despite knowing that wasn't true, but 
that was my big fear. Year one has proven that so 
many people care. So many people celebrate this 
brand. There are quantitative and qualitative 
measurements against that. We are the fastest 
growing sports brand on TikTok. We're number one 
in our competitive set, we have 1.4 million 
followers, which is pretty astounding in nine 
months. 

We've doubled, almost tripled our revenue target 
in just nine months, which for me, as a purpose and 
mission-driven brand to actually drive investment in 
this space to these women, fills me up. It's great for 
the business. It's a great proof of business, but it 
also fulfills a mission for us. I mentioned our 
community member getting a tattoo. It sounds sort 
of ridiculous to say, but we wanted to be an identity 
brand and people, largely women, are seeing 
themselves reflected. That resonance has been 
incredible. There's a lot of other ways that we're 
measuring success. We're sort of drinking from a 
fire hose, from brand partnerships, from platform 
partnerships, from development and other 
production companies, platforms, Netflix. Others 
that we're talking to about long-term development. 
We have a lot of exciting announcements  going to 
be made in 2022, but the outpouring of support 
and investment in business and community has 

been unlike anything I've experienced in my career. 

JS: How do you speak about your purpose inside 
your company and how do you know you are 
making progress toward your purpose? I know 
you're still very young, nine months old, but this is 
an issue so many of our listeners wrestle with. They 
want their company to be a purpose-driven 
company. They want to make sure it's sustainable 
and keeps going. How do you know you're making 
progress? 

JR: There's the big purpose for us and then there's 
a lot of many purposes beneath that purpose. We 
talk about it very similar to the way I'm talking about 
it with you now, which is, about seeing and 
centering and lived experiences and authenticity. 
Even the means of which stories come to life and 
how they're created. We talk about conversation 
and challenging questions and what our role is as a 
brand to make statements and have a perspective. 
There is no neutral anymore. We talk a lot about 
that and how that can manifest. We also talk about 
how that purpose changes for us. Certainly, as the 
team changes and grows and stretches, the 
business scales. 2021 was about launching a 
company and a brand that resonated. 

You can define resonance in a number of different 
ways. It was to create visibility and center stories 
that aren't traditionally centered. What we're talking 
about now as a team around purpose is, what does 
that mean in year two? Visibility for us isn't enough 
anymore. We're interested in investment and what 
that actually looks like. Visibility is one part of 
investment. There's so much more. It's a long way 
of saying, a lot of the language that we use and the 
values that we uphold that we dissect and we talk 
about, I talk about the same way that I talk about it 
with you. 

JS: How would you like to see brands get involved 
and what is your message to the CMOs who are 
listening? 

JR: “Where have you been?” There's a cycle that 
exists in women's sports. Well, first of all, we should 
acknowledge women's sports is sort of ground zero 
for every -ism. It's been said that women's sports is 
so far behind. And I say this very often: My opinion 

is women's sports and women athletes have been 
so far ahead that culture has had to catch up and 
we're starting to get there. I jokingly say, "Where 
have you been?" There is this cycle that exists in 
women's sports that's related specifically to brand 
partners, which is 100 percent of media coverage. 
It's well known, that stat: Only 4 percent of that 
goes towards women athletes. That's not even 
dissecting the quality of that coverage, the breadth 
of that coverage, the diversity of that coverage, the 
marketing and amplification of that coverage. That's 
just a number. 

If there's only 4 percent visibility for these 
incredible women, it's incredibly hard to grow the 
community, the fans, the viewership. To put bodies 
in seats, to sell tickets to these events. You're not 
growing that, the audience. Brands are hesitant to 
invest in this space because it's not worth their ROI. 
If they're not spending money, then media 
companies aren't going to cover because they're 
not going to get any ad revenue against it. There's a 
very vicious cycle and there's ways to break that 
cycle. TOGETHXR's first way to disrupt that cycle 
was to tell the stories. Invest and tell these stories. 

For brands, for CMOs, what I would say is: It takes 
conscious intentional investment in this space. It's 
not enough to say you support women. You actually 
need to invest in women. You need to be the 
decision-maker, because you can disrupt the cycle. 
It's also an incredibly profitable, growing category. 
Was it Deloitte that projected it'll be a billion dollar 
category in the next couple of years? It's worth the 
investment. Someone has to make that decision. 
And you're in the seat to make that decision. For 
me, I also think about who those decision-makers 
are. Literally who's in that seat? What do they look 
like? What has their experience been? We talk 
about -isms, of course, coming into play in this 
space. I think I would question who's in that seat 
and what role they play and then the power and 
privilege they have to afford opportunity to others. 

JS: Is there a partnership you could talk about 
today that you think is very progressive for you?

JR: We've been fortunate enough to work with 
incredible brands who are really investing in 
women. We did a four-part doc series with Alex 

Morgan that was presented by AT&T. We are in the 
middle of launching a four-part series in 
partnership with Porsche, which is all about 
celebration of ambition and dreams and 
achievement that brings together four incredible 
women in that series. We have a lot of exciting 
brand partnerships and announcements to make 
very soon. One of the ones I'm most excited about 
right now—because of the story, not just the 
partnership itself—is with Buick. They are an NCAA 
title sponsor. They came to us recognizing that the 
level of investment on the women's side around 
NCAA tournaments is not the same. It's hard to 
ignore that. 

Last year, shortly after we launched the inequities 
that the women's ... Now, we can call it March 
Madness, but the women's NCAA Basketball 
Tournament and the conditions those women were 
in versus their male counterparts was made very 
visible and we were vocal about it. We talked about 
it, we covered it quite a bit. One of the questions 
that came out of that is, "Okay, outside of the 
governing body, there's a responsibility now for 
those brand partners to show up differently and 
they can also ... " I'm going to say it. I'm too 
Southern polite. They're part of the problem. And 
they can fix part of the problem. 

Buick recognizes that and they want to invest more 
in the space and they want to rightsize the 
investment and the opportunity around these 
tournaments. They've come to us to activate around 
every major NCAA women's tournament that exists, 
including the women's basketball tournament, 
which now we can call March Madness and Final 
Four. I love this story of that partnership, and we'll 
do some great activations on the ground. I'm 
excited to get into experiential. I hate that it took 
making very visible inequity to drive that change, 
but I think that's necessary. I love that a brand 

partner like Buick wants to figure out how to be a 
part of the solution. 

JS: The CEO is a woman and the CMO is a woman  
coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally. 
You're a gifted storyteller. To the marketers who are 
listening, who have big budgets and are trying to 
be better storytellers, what's your advice to them? 

JR: Authenticity is everything—everything. It's not 
just something you say on a panel at a conference. 
It's not something you aspire to. People will know if 
the story is authentic or not. It's a touch. It's a feel. 
It's the conception of the story. It's who created it, 
who told that story? It has to be authentic. 
Authenticity, to me, comes from a lot of places, but 
most importantly, and I just said it, it's who 
conceived the story. Who's making that story, who 
are you trying to reach with that story? Do those 
people look like the people and have experiences 
of the people you're trying to reach? You can't 
manufacture that. To me, it's a bigger ambition, with 
those budgets and with that power, to create new 
pipelines of opportunity to consider. Like I said, 
who's in the room, consider who's not in the room. 
Shake things up. 

JS: What's your advice to CMOs on creating an 
organization that is stronger in diversity, equity and 
inclusion? Your company is founded on those 
principles. If you were to sit down with a CMO in a 
large company right now, what council would you 
give them? 

JR: Where is your talent coming from? What is your 
brand aspiring to be? Do the people inside that 
company reflect that brand, live that brand, are that 
brand? Who's considered when you're making 
decisions? I think a lot about leadership, effectively 
because I'm at the top of this company right now. 
But I also think about the privilege that I have as a 
leader. There's obvious privilege. I'm white, I'm 
blonde hair and blue eyes. I'm feminine presenting, 
I'm straight passing. I'm able-bodied. I'm college 
educated. There's a lot of privilege I have. With that 
comes power and what I've come to believe about 
power is for me, personally—and I would advise this 
to a CMO inside a large organization—power needs 
to be shared and given out to empower the other 
people around you. To acknowledge that I actually 

don't have all the answers. My job is to make a 
decision, but my power ultimately is only effective if 
I'm giving it away. And the brand should come first.

JS: Jessica, let's move to the final section of this 
wonderful chat, called the creative brief. My first 
question to you is, what's the first brand that you 
remember making an impact on you as a young girl 
in Kentucky? 

JR: Nike and Jordan brand, I guess more 
specifically. There wasn't a lot of access in Kentucky. 
I guess the other one would be MTV, because my 
television was on all the time. My mom was a single 
parent. My twin sister and I were in front of the TV a 
lot, alone a lot. The television was on either an NBA 
game—Michael Jordan was one of my heroes—or it 
was on MTV. It's funny, because to come full circle 
and to walk into and work for MTV later with 
ambitions to bring back music legacy, which is 
something that I grew up with knowing them for, 
was a pretty special moment for me.  

JS: A lighter question. What makes Sue Bird so 
funny? 

JR: Man, she's born with it. It's not even just how 
funny she is. It's how quick she is. It's her wit, she's 
so witty. She does not miss a beat. I said at the top 
of this conversation, there are people you can 
describe and then there are people you have to  
experience. Sue Bird is an experience. She's also 
just a deeply good human. I will say this, Sue on her 
own is hilarious and a riot and a great time. Sue Bird 
with Diana Taurasi, is a whole other level. They need 
a show. They really do. 

JS: Well. That's up to you. 

JR: Yep. 

JS: Jessica, thank you for this honest, authentic and 

very inspiring discussion. Thank you for your 
generosity. 

JR: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it.  

JS: That was my conversation with Jessica 
Robertson. Three takeaways for your business, 
brand and life. 

First one: Women's sports is wide open for brands 
to get involved. Women's sports is growing. 
Women athletes are amazing people. This is an area 
for those brands listening and those people with 
brand budgets—you need to get involved, learn 
more about this. This is the right place to be for 
many, many brands.

Second takeaway: Authenticity is the key to great 
storytelling. Jessica is one of the world's great 
storytellers. She's told stories of some of the most 
amazing people on our planet. When I asked her 
the key to storytelling, she said very simply, 
authenticity. 

Third takeaway: What's the key to building a 
company that's grounded on DE&I? Empathy. 
Jessica's advice to CMOs who are trying to make 
progress on DE&I in their organization is to start 
with empathy.



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast, DE&I Mini-Series is Jessica 
Robertson, the chief content officer at TOGETHXR. 
TOGETHXR is a brand new media and commerce 
company with the mission to feature a diverse and 
inclusive community of game changers, culture 
shapers, thought leaders and barrier breakers.
  
The founders of TOGETHXR are four world-class 
athletes, all Olympic gold medalists: Alex Morgan, 
Chloe Kim, Sue Bird and Simone Manuel. Before 
joining TOGETHXR, Jessica was the head of content 
for The Players' Tribune, another publisher owned 
by world-class athletes. She has also held positions 
at The FADER, MTV, Rolling Stone and AOL Music. 
In this conversation, we'll talk about TOGETHXR's 
objective to disrupt the inequitable pattern in 
sports and media. Only about 4 percent of sports 
coverage is women's sports. We'll also talk about 
the impact storytelling has on DE&I and what 
marketers and executives can learn from great 
storytelling. This is my compelling conversation with 
Jessica Robertson. 

Jessica, welcome to The CMO Podcast. I have to tell 
you, in prepping for this great chat we're going to 
have, my wife and I started watching your video 
content on your site, on TOGETHXR's site. And we, 
frankly, could not stop. We watched the Jalaiah 
story. We watched Mia Brady. We watched the 
surfer girls. It is just so good. My wife, who's 
probably a bit older than your target audience, she 
just said to me, "This is so inspiring. I can only 
imagine what it's doing for young girls." 

I want you to start there. What is it about this very 
young company that is producing work that is so 
good and compelling? 

JESSICA ROBERTSON: First I would say, that's very 
validating. Thank you. We wanted TOGETHXR to be 
a see-it, be-it brand. It was imperative for us to have 
an entire generation of young girls see themselves 
reflected back in the stories that we tell, possibly for 
the first time ever. So everything, every story that 
we produce, every series we make is done with that 
intention. I love that you used the word “inspiring” 
because when we were building the brand, as you 
do, we had a blank wall and we're putting words on 
this wall of what we want this brand to be, who this 

brand is for. We were debating, do we even use the 
word athlete or not? Are we saying specifically for 
women or not? We came down to traits and 
“inspiring” was one of the first words we wrote 
down. It has to move people. That's what we aim to 
do in part with every story we tell. 

JS: What was your origin story with this brand? 
What brought you and these four amazing women 
together? 

JR: It starts with Alex Morgan. She, coming off the 
World Cup win in 2019, did as all athletes at her 
level—which is to say one of the greatest athletes in 
the world, I don't have to say female or woman in 
front of that and that's true—was assessing her 
career and the landscape that she exists in, what 
was available to her coming up, what wasn't 
available to her coming up. She would call it legacy. 
That's a word she uses. I think coming off of that 
win, she's on the back nine of her career now. She 
wanted to leave something bigger than medals, or 
trophies, or whatever in the case. She wanted to 
create something that didn't exist for her. She's 
been on the forefront of the fight for quality and 
equity in her sport, certainly for women in sports at 
large. 

She was looking next to the women she plays with 
and against every single day and what their 
journeys have been or haven't been. She also knew 
that she wanted to become a mom. And it so 
happens that she welcomed a daughter into the 
world in the last year plus. Then she thought about 
what exists for her daughter or her eventual 
daughter, and she wanted to create a brand that 
sees these young women for who they are, 
celebrates them and tells their stories—because it 
doesn't exist and it didn't exist for her.

She was very intentional about making sure this was 
propelled by diverse perspectives and experiences. 
She also, coming from a team sport, believes in the 
power of a collective. So she wanted to do this in 
partnership with other incredibly powerful women, 
who like I said, their experiences, lived experiences, 
are very different from hers. That's where Sue Bird, 
Simone Manuel and Chloe Kim join the picture. I 
joke often that the four of them are our Avengers. 
They're this incredible powerful collective, who on 

their own individually are so accomplished. Four of 
the greatest athletes of all time. But Alex had a 
shared mission to leave the sport and to leave 
culture better than when they were coming 
through. 

It starts with Alex. We brought in incredible women 
to complement and to build alongside her. Then 
from there, the brand work really started. That's 
where we debated for a long time. What is the 
voice of this brand? How does this brand manifest? 
I mentioned we were conceptualizing this in 2019. 
The world changed pretty radically throughout the 
build of this brand, which greatly impacted the 
voice of this brand and its manifestation. I think in 
the short year we've been live, almost a year now, 
we've seen incredible growth, incredible 
investment and response to the brand.  

The community we've built is incredibly passionate 
about this brand and has expectations for our 
brand, which is really interesting to see. We got our 
first tattoo—a community member of ours tattooed 
our logo on her arm because she felt like it was 
hers. It's a place where she belonged and didn't 
have that before. And it's been really incredible. 
Really, really incredible. 

JS: Did you reach out to Alex? How was the 
connection made? 

JR: I've known Alex and her team for quite some 
time through my work at The Players' Tribune. A lot 
of my personal work at The Players' Tribune was 
heavily focused on women athletes. So I have a lot 
of relationships and connections there. I got a call 
from her agent, a sort of exploratory, saying, "Hey, 
we're thinking about doing ... There's 
UNINTERRUPTED, there's The Players' Tribune. Alex 
is thinking about doing some version of that 
herself. What do you think?" It was, honestly, a 
series of conversations probably for the course of a 
year, before we actually started to implement real 
planning. Where does the investment come from? 
Where does it live? Is it incubated inside a larger 
shop? Is it something that we go and we fundraise 
and we launch independent? What do we call it? Is 
it the Alex Morgan Company? All the true sort of 
business and brand work that needed to be done. 
But it was, I would say, early 2019. Those 

conversations were happening in earnest.  

JS: I'm at the end of watching the Beatles 
documentary by Peter Jackson. I'm just loving it 
because it's about the creative process. It's about 
chemistry among creative people and geniuses. 
Could you talk a bit about what the chemistry is 
with these four women when they're in the room 
together? 

JR: I can't believe I get to be in the room with them 
so often. There  are people that you can describe 
and then there are people that you experience. The 
four of them together is a real experience, and they 
all have different approaches and different voices 
and different perspectives and different 
personalities and different types of expressions. 
The first word that comes to mind when the four of 
them are together is, presence. The temperature 
changes in the room. You can feel it. Simone has 
this quiet fierceness, but as soon as she smiles, 
again, the temperature in the room changes. It's so 
warm and inviting and beautiful. And she is so 
strong. 

Sue is hilarious. She brings a little swag to the room. 
Chloe loves to laugh and have fun. Alex is very 
intentional and almost allows the room to take 
shape however it needs to, to accomplish the goals 
that we have. She's the compass, though. She's 
often the compass for us. They're incredible. They 
feed off each other really well. They make this 
brand better. Their life experiences, but certainly 
their perspective on what this brand should be, 
makes us better. They're not afraid to have those 
hard conversations. 

JS: What kind of things do you talk about when you 
get together  with the four of them? Is it the 
business going forward? Is it the business model? Is 
it how you want to evolve the brand? Is it about 
your key community? Probably all of the above. 

JR: It's all of the above to varying degrees of 
specificity. I like to use our time with them to get 
feedback. They're not in the business every single 
day, obviously they're full-time athletes, but when 
they're watching and consuming, what are they 
experiencing? What's resonating with them? What's 
also happening in their personal landscapes and 

lives and sports and teams and leagues that we 
need to be talking about? We update them of 
course, on the business. We'll ask questions of 
them too, about where they want this to go now. 
We will have a big level-set in March 2nd, 2020, 
which is our one year anniversary, where we talk 
about what the next year holds. 

For me, it's information gathering. Again, setting 
our compass continually and making sure that the 
brand ... The interesting challenge of building a 
brand like this one with these four incredible 
women is, it exists on its own unto itself, but it also 
is a reflection of them. However, this brand 
manifests in the world, that it is also something that 
resonates with them and makes them proud too, 
and is an honest reflection of them. There's a lot of 
layers to the build of this, which is why when we 
have the four of them together, it's essential to get 
that feedback and also understand what their 
ambitions are for this brand. 

JS: We're going to get back to TOGETHXR in a 
moment, but I want to come back to you. I was 
researching this podcast, looking at your content 
and also looking at your voice and your career. I 
listened to the 33voices Podcast, and I found it 
wonderful on so many levels. But I felt a connection 
with you, Jessica. I grew up in a small town and not 
many people leave my small town. I was the only 
family member in my large family who left. When I 
go home, people don't ask me about my job or 
what I do. They ask me about my family. I had an 
ambition when I was young to move to New York 
and to be a writer. I didn't fly on an airplane until I 
was 22. All this was in your podcast. I felt a great 
connection. I want you to reflect on that. You grew 
up in a small town in Kentucky, you're going home 
to see them soon. I would like you to reflect on how 
that has shaped you and where that ambition came 
from now. What is it about your upbringing that 
gave rise to that ambition and helped shape you as 
a person, a storyteller, a DEI champion, an 
entrepreneur? Could you please reflect on your 
background and how that plays into Jessica today? 

JR: It's a really big question. I don't know where my 
ambition came from. What I can say is, I knew very, 
very early on at a very young age that I did not want 
to stay where I was. I knew I wanted to leave. What I 

appreciate about my home and my family and my 
upbringing now, I didn't fully appreciate at the time. 
But I also think because of where I come 
from—which is a very simple place and we didn't 
have a lot of means—I function with a lot of 
grounding. I'm not greatly impressed by the coasts 
or other things that I think people aspire for: power 
and money. I don't have ambitions for any of those 
things. My ambitions have always been simple, 
which is to tell stories and create empathy in this 
world. As a person, as a trait, maybe it is because of 
my Southern family. I was taught to ask questions 
and be polite and listen, and be nice. Some of 
those things hurt women over time, which we can 
talk about. 

I was always an empath, who observed and who 
would imagine other people's worlds and 
experiences, and almost want to crawl inside them 
and then bring them out into the rest of the world. 
No one in my family works in media. No one's left. 
Again, a very simple place, very simple family. I 
remember when my family visited me in New York 
for the first time, they said I walked too fast, but the 
resounding sort of message of support was, “This is 
so impressive. Congratulations, I could never see 
myself here.” And the difference is, I could always 
see myself there. I don't know. I think I was sort of 
destined to leave. And then ultimately appreciate 
going home. 

JS: Who were your role models growing up? 

JR: Writers and musicians, probably, outside of my 
family. My mom's side of the family is quite large. 
She's one of six. The women in my family are loud 
and boisterous and funny and run the show. I had 
incredibly strong female role models in my 
personal life, but I looked to writers and musicians. 

Great female writers: Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, poets. A lot of female musicians. My 
formative years were right in the mid '90s, when girl 
power was a thing, Lilith Fair was a big festival. I saw 
myself reflected back in their own journeys. There 
were some female athletes and the first jersey I ever 
bought with my own money was a Lisa Leslie jersey. 
So I either was reading a Anne Sexton book or 
listening to Tori Amos, or Joni Mitchell, and always 
identified with the female voice. 

JS: You started at Rolling Stone. Then you moved 
on to a variety of positions. You were in content and 
media, AOL Music, at Viacom MTV, at the FADER, at 
The Players' Tribune, now TOGETHXR. I listen to 
you speak about your experience at Rolling Stone 
as your first job in New York. And it was quite a 
transition. What is the most stretching for you, 
which one of those moved you most outside your 
comfort zone? 

JR: Rolling Stone stretched me as a person 
because it was my first experience in media, out of 
college, moving to New York. I had incredible 
imposter syndrome because everyone around me 
came from an Ivy League school or their family 
worked in media. They had connections and I felt 
very outside of the club. I was stretching in my 
personal life more than I would say, professionally. 
Although, I was learning what it meant to work 
professionally for the first time.  

My instinct is to say MTV and The Players' Tribune 
for very different reasons. MTV, the role that I 
assumed there, was to build a taste-making music 
brand, to reach an audience that MTV either used 
to reach and doesn't reach anymore, or to reach a 
whole new audience that, let's say Pitchfork, or 
other influential music entities and brands were 
reaching. I knew a lot about how to build a brand, 
but this was the first time I had to build a team. I 
owned a P&L. I was in big conference rooms and I 
had to lead and answer every question. From a 
professional standpoint, that experience probably 
stretched me the most and was one of the most 
formative. I would say, The Players' Tribune was 
probably the perfect confluence of both of those. 
The Players' Tribune to me, became incredibly 
personal and was sort of the Venn diagram of all of 
my passions and my interests and my ambitions. 

It started as a hypothesis, which was, what would 
happen if you take the middle man—in this case, the 
relationship between journalists and athlete—and 
you fundamentally change the dynamic of those 
conversations? You put the recorder on, but you 
empower the athlete to take you where they want 
to go and tell you a story about their life that maybe 
no one's ever asked them about, or they've never 
told before. Ultimately, they get to touch and shape 
that with you. You go direct to source and you 
create alongside with them. What could you do 
with that? That was the big question we were trying 
to answer. It turned out that we can humanize an 
entire community of people. And dimensionalize, 
humanize is almost a reductive word. To 
dimensionalize these people and to see them, truly 
see them maybe for the time and relate to them. 

I got to do that work for almost five years at a scale 
that I don't think we could have imagined. There 
were a lot of incredible experiences and rooms and 
conversations that came from that time. As a 
storyteller, oftentimes at The Players’ Tribune I got 
to be the holding space for someone else's deeply 
personal experience. Sometimes that included 
trauma, sometimes it included celebration. In the 
case of Kobe Bryant, who we worked with many 
times over, being home for his retirement 
announcement. And when he came through New 
York, we popped bottles of champagne and 
toasted to his career. There were so many moments 
from that time that I was privileged and lucky 
enough to be a part of. 

JS: Let's go back to The Players' Tribune for a 
moment. You worked there for a long time. What 
did you learn there that has helped you get off to 
such a fast start at TOGETHXR? 

JR: Go where the silence is. The entire premise and 
the work at The Players' Tribune was to unlock and 
dimensionalize. There's no greater category of 
people in my mind, in my perspective, who move 
culture forward than women and specifically 
women athletes, and probably even more 
specifically Black women athletes. There is 
significant white space, if we want to talk about 
brands and business opportunities that exist here. 
There's no brand that brings sport and culture 
together for a female demographic in this way. But 

more importantly, the stories that we're telling and 
the women that we're telling them with, and also 
the women who were actually creating the stories 
on our team, for example. It's all women, mostly 
women of color, on our team.  

They haven't been centered ever, really. Most of 
them haven't. So for me, it was go where the silence 
is, listen and make it so good and so undeniable 
and so real and authentic that it resonates. I think 
great storytelling does two things at once. It taps 
into your IQ and your EQ at the same time. It makes 
you think, it changes your perspective. It creates an 
emotional response, any number of emotional 
responses, and ultimately creates empathy. And 
that was it. No one's here. Why haven't they been 
here? We should be here. 

JS: Has there been a storytelling mentor in your 
years since Rolling Stone?

JR: I've been privileged enough to have a few. One 
of my mentors was the editorial director at The 
Players’ Tribune. His name's Gary Hoenig and he is 
founder of ESPN: The Magazine. He spent years 
and years inside the shop, is one of the brilliant 
minds of our time. Over the course of five years, we 
talked a lot about experiences, questions, hard 
questions, people, therapy, constructs. We talked 
about everything and ultimately, that made the 
stories that we told better. One of his 
prompts—which I hold tight to now, even in my 
personal relationships—I tend to think about their 
life as if it were a movie. One of his prompts was to 
imagine someone's life as a movie. Think about 
great movies: There's a protagonist, there's a great 

supporting cast. There's always one supporting 
actor. Who is that person in that person's life? 
What's the most important scene? What is that 
soundtrack? Can you literally place me in the room? 
He made all of us better. 

JS: You're coming up on your one year anniversary 
in March. You're the chief content officer. How do 
you feel it's gone in the first year? Has the first year 
been everything you hoped it would be? How do 
you measure the impact you're making 
qualitatively, quantitatively? 

JR: I'm floored by year one. I was asked right 
before we launched the brand—which the launch 
was delayed because of COVID. I was asked about 
what I feared for the brand. There's any number of 
fears you have whenever you're launching a startup. 
My fear was—because for so long it's been 
reinforced—that no one will care. No one will care 
about these women. No one's going to consume 
these stories, despite knowing that wasn't true, but 
that was my big fear. Year one has proven that so 
many people care. So many people celebrate this 
brand. There are quantitative and qualitative 
measurements against that. We are the fastest 
growing sports brand on TikTok. We're number one 
in our competitive set, we have 1.4 million 
followers, which is pretty astounding in nine 
months. 

We've doubled, almost tripled our revenue target 
in just nine months, which for me, as a purpose and 
mission-driven brand to actually drive investment in 
this space to these women, fills me up. It's great for 
the business. It's a great proof of business, but it 
also fulfills a mission for us. I mentioned our 
community member getting a tattoo. It sounds sort 
of ridiculous to say, but we wanted to be an identity 
brand and people, largely women, are seeing 
themselves reflected. That resonance has been 
incredible. There's a lot of other ways that we're 
measuring success. We're sort of drinking from a 
fire hose, from brand partnerships, from platform 
partnerships, from development and other 
production companies, platforms, Netflix. Others 
that we're talking to about long-term development. 
We have a lot of exciting announcements  going to 
be made in 2022, but the outpouring of support 
and investment in business and community has 

been unlike anything I've experienced in my career. 

JS: How do you speak about your purpose inside 
your company and how do you know you are 
making progress toward your purpose? I know 
you're still very young, nine months old, but this is 
an issue so many of our listeners wrestle with. They 
want their company to be a purpose-driven 
company. They want to make sure it's sustainable 
and keeps going. How do you know you're making 
progress? 

JR: There's the big purpose for us and then there's 
a lot of many purposes beneath that purpose. We 
talk about it very similar to the way I'm talking about 
it with you now, which is, about seeing and 
centering and lived experiences and authenticity. 
Even the means of which stories come to life and 
how they're created. We talk about conversation 
and challenging questions and what our role is as a 
brand to make statements and have a perspective. 
There is no neutral anymore. We talk a lot about 
that and how that can manifest. We also talk about 
how that purpose changes for us. Certainly, as the 
team changes and grows and stretches, the 
business scales. 2021 was about launching a 
company and a brand that resonated. 

You can define resonance in a number of different 
ways. It was to create visibility and center stories 
that aren't traditionally centered. What we're talking 
about now as a team around purpose is, what does 
that mean in year two? Visibility for us isn't enough 
anymore. We're interested in investment and what 
that actually looks like. Visibility is one part of 
investment. There's so much more. It's a long way 
of saying, a lot of the language that we use and the 
values that we uphold that we dissect and we talk 
about, I talk about the same way that I talk about it 
with you. 

JS: How would you like to see brands get involved 
and what is your message to the CMOs who are 
listening? 

JR: “Where have you been?” There's a cycle that 
exists in women's sports. Well, first of all, we should 
acknowledge women's sports is sort of ground zero 
for every -ism. It's been said that women's sports is 
so far behind. And I say this very often: My opinion 

is women's sports and women athletes have been 
so far ahead that culture has had to catch up and 
we're starting to get there. I jokingly say, "Where 
have you been?" There is this cycle that exists in 
women's sports that's related specifically to brand 
partners, which is 100 percent of media coverage. 
It's well known, that stat: Only 4 percent of that 
goes towards women athletes. That's not even 
dissecting the quality of that coverage, the breadth 
of that coverage, the diversity of that coverage, the 
marketing and amplification of that coverage. That's 
just a number. 

If there's only 4 percent visibility for these 
incredible women, it's incredibly hard to grow the 
community, the fans, the viewership. To put bodies 
in seats, to sell tickets to these events. You're not 
growing that, the audience. Brands are hesitant to 
invest in this space because it's not worth their ROI. 
If they're not spending money, then media 
companies aren't going to cover because they're 
not going to get any ad revenue against it. There's a 
very vicious cycle and there's ways to break that 
cycle. TOGETHXR's first way to disrupt that cycle 
was to tell the stories. Invest and tell these stories. 

For brands, for CMOs, what I would say is: It takes 
conscious intentional investment in this space. It's 
not enough to say you support women. You actually 
need to invest in women. You need to be the 
decision-maker, because you can disrupt the cycle. 
It's also an incredibly profitable, growing category. 
Was it Deloitte that projected it'll be a billion dollar 
category in the next couple of years? It's worth the 
investment. Someone has to make that decision. 
And you're in the seat to make that decision. For 
me, I also think about who those decision-makers 
are. Literally who's in that seat? What do they look 
like? What has their experience been? We talk 
about -isms, of course, coming into play in this 
space. I think I would question who's in that seat 
and what role they play and then the power and 
privilege they have to afford opportunity to others. 

JS: Is there a partnership you could talk about 
today that you think is very progressive for you?

JR: We've been fortunate enough to work with 
incredible brands who are really investing in 
women. We did a four-part doc series with Alex 

Morgan that was presented by AT&T. We are in the 
middle of launching a four-part series in 
partnership with Porsche, which is all about 
celebration of ambition and dreams and 
achievement that brings together four incredible 
women in that series. We have a lot of exciting 
brand partnerships and announcements to make 
very soon. One of the ones I'm most excited about 
right now—because of the story, not just the 
partnership itself—is with Buick. They are an NCAA 
title sponsor. They came to us recognizing that the 
level of investment on the women's side around 
NCAA tournaments is not the same. It's hard to 
ignore that. 

Last year, shortly after we launched the inequities 
that the women's ... Now, we can call it March 
Madness, but the women's NCAA Basketball 
Tournament and the conditions those women were 
in versus their male counterparts was made very 
visible and we were vocal about it. We talked about 
it, we covered it quite a bit. One of the questions 
that came out of that is, "Okay, outside of the 
governing body, there's a responsibility now for 
those brand partners to show up differently and 
they can also ... " I'm going to say it. I'm too 
Southern polite. They're part of the problem. And 
they can fix part of the problem. 

Buick recognizes that and they want to invest more 
in the space and they want to rightsize the 
investment and the opportunity around these 
tournaments. They've come to us to activate around 
every major NCAA women's tournament that exists, 
including the women's basketball tournament, 
which now we can call March Madness and Final 
Four. I love this story of that partnership, and we'll 
do some great activations on the ground. I'm 
excited to get into experiential. I hate that it took 
making very visible inequity to drive that change, 
but I think that's necessary. I love that a brand 

partner like Buick wants to figure out how to be a 
part of the solution. 

JS: The CEO is a woman and the CMO is a woman  
coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally. 
You're a gifted storyteller. To the marketers who are 
listening, who have big budgets and are trying to 
be better storytellers, what's your advice to them? 

JR: Authenticity is everything—everything. It's not 
just something you say on a panel at a conference. 
It's not something you aspire to. People will know if 
the story is authentic or not. It's a touch. It's a feel. 
It's the conception of the story. It's who created it, 
who told that story? It has to be authentic. 
Authenticity, to me, comes from a lot of places, but 
most importantly, and I just said it, it's who 
conceived the story. Who's making that story, who 
are you trying to reach with that story? Do those 
people look like the people and have experiences 
of the people you're trying to reach? You can't 
manufacture that. To me, it's a bigger ambition, with 
those budgets and with that power, to create new 
pipelines of opportunity to consider. Like I said, 
who's in the room, consider who's not in the room. 
Shake things up. 

JS: What's your advice to CMOs on creating an 
organization that is stronger in diversity, equity and 
inclusion? Your company is founded on those 
principles. If you were to sit down with a CMO in a 
large company right now, what council would you 
give them? 

JR: Where is your talent coming from? What is your 
brand aspiring to be? Do the people inside that 
company reflect that brand, live that brand, are that 
brand? Who's considered when you're making 
decisions? I think a lot about leadership, effectively 
because I'm at the top of this company right now. 
But I also think about the privilege that I have as a 
leader. There's obvious privilege. I'm white, I'm 
blonde hair and blue eyes. I'm feminine presenting, 
I'm straight passing. I'm able-bodied. I'm college 
educated. There's a lot of privilege I have. With that 
comes power and what I've come to believe about 
power is for me, personally—and I would advise this 
to a CMO inside a large organization—power needs 
to be shared and given out to empower the other 
people around you. To acknowledge that I actually 

don't have all the answers. My job is to make a 
decision, but my power ultimately is only effective if 
I'm giving it away. And the brand should come first.

JS: Jessica, let's move to the final section of this 
wonderful chat, called the creative brief. My first 
question to you is, what's the first brand that you 
remember making an impact on you as a young girl 
in Kentucky? 

JR: Nike and Jordan brand, I guess more 
specifically. There wasn't a lot of access in Kentucky. 
I guess the other one would be MTV, because my 
television was on all the time. My mom was a single 
parent. My twin sister and I were in front of the TV a 
lot, alone a lot. The television was on either an NBA 
game—Michael Jordan was one of my heroes—or it 
was on MTV. It's funny, because to come full circle 
and to walk into and work for MTV later with 
ambitions to bring back music legacy, which is 
something that I grew up with knowing them for, 
was a pretty special moment for me.  

JS: A lighter question. What makes Sue Bird so 
funny? 

JR: Man, she's born with it. It's not even just how 
funny she is. It's how quick she is. It's her wit, she's 
so witty. She does not miss a beat. I said at the top 
of this conversation, there are people you can 
describe and then there are people you have to  
experience. Sue Bird is an experience. She's also 
just a deeply good human. I will say this, Sue on her 
own is hilarious and a riot and a great time. Sue Bird 
with Diana Taurasi, is a whole other level. They need 
a show. They really do. 

JS: Well. That's up to you. 

JR: Yep. 

JS: Jessica, thank you for this honest, authentic and 
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"MY AMBITIONS HAVE 
ALWAYS BEEN SIMPLE, 
WHICH IS TO TELL STORIES 
AND CREATE EMPATHY IN 
THIS WORLD."

very inspiring discussion. Thank you for your 
generosity. 

JR: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it.  

JS: That was my conversation with Jessica 
Robertson. Three takeaways for your business, 
brand and life. 

First one: Women's sports is wide open for brands 
to get involved. Women's sports is growing. 
Women athletes are amazing people. This is an area 
for those brands listening and those people with 
brand budgets—you need to get involved, learn 
more about this. This is the right place to be for 
many, many brands.

Second takeaway: Authenticity is the key to great 
storytelling. Jessica is one of the world's great 
storytellers. She's told stories of some of the most 
amazing people on our planet. When I asked her 
the key to storytelling, she said very simply, 
authenticity. 

Third takeaway: What's the key to building a 
company that's grounded on DE&I? Empathy. 
Jessica's advice to CMOs who are trying to make 
progress on DE&I in their organization is to start 
with empathy.



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast, DE&I Mini-Series is Jessica 
Robertson, the chief content officer at TOGETHXR. 
TOGETHXR is a brand new media and commerce 
company with the mission to feature a diverse and 
inclusive community of game changers, culture 
shapers, thought leaders and barrier breakers.
  
The founders of TOGETHXR are four world-class 
athletes, all Olympic gold medalists: Alex Morgan, 
Chloe Kim, Sue Bird and Simone Manuel. Before 
joining TOGETHXR, Jessica was the head of content 
for The Players' Tribune, another publisher owned 
by world-class athletes. She has also held positions 
at The FADER, MTV, Rolling Stone and AOL Music. 
In this conversation, we'll talk about TOGETHXR's 
objective to disrupt the inequitable pattern in 
sports and media. Only about 4 percent of sports 
coverage is women's sports. We'll also talk about 
the impact storytelling has on DE&I and what 
marketers and executives can learn from great 
storytelling. This is my compelling conversation with 
Jessica Robertson. 

Jessica, welcome to The CMO Podcast. I have to tell 
you, in prepping for this great chat we're going to 
have, my wife and I started watching your video 
content on your site, on TOGETHXR's site. And we, 
frankly, could not stop. We watched the Jalaiah 
story. We watched Mia Brady. We watched the 
surfer girls. It is just so good. My wife, who's 
probably a bit older than your target audience, she 
just said to me, "This is so inspiring. I can only 
imagine what it's doing for young girls." 

I want you to start there. What is it about this very 
young company that is producing work that is so 
good and compelling? 

JESSICA ROBERTSON: First I would say, that's very 
validating. Thank you. We wanted TOGETHXR to be 
a see-it, be-it brand. It was imperative for us to have 
an entire generation of young girls see themselves 
reflected back in the stories that we tell, possibly for 
the first time ever. So everything, every story that 
we produce, every series we make is done with that 
intention. I love that you used the word “inspiring” 
because when we were building the brand, as you 
do, we had a blank wall and we're putting words on 
this wall of what we want this brand to be, who this 

brand is for. We were debating, do we even use the 
word athlete or not? Are we saying specifically for 
women or not? We came down to traits and 
“inspiring” was one of the first words we wrote 
down. It has to move people. That's what we aim to 
do in part with every story we tell. 

JS: What was your origin story with this brand? 
What brought you and these four amazing women 
together? 

JR: It starts with Alex Morgan. She, coming off the 
World Cup win in 2019, did as all athletes at her 
level—which is to say one of the greatest athletes in 
the world, I don't have to say female or woman in 
front of that and that's true—was assessing her 
career and the landscape that she exists in, what 
was available to her coming up, what wasn't 
available to her coming up. She would call it legacy. 
That's a word she uses. I think coming off of that 
win, she's on the back nine of her career now. She 
wanted to leave something bigger than medals, or 
trophies, or whatever in the case. She wanted to 
create something that didn't exist for her. She's 
been on the forefront of the fight for quality and 
equity in her sport, certainly for women in sports at 
large. 

She was looking next to the women she plays with 
and against every single day and what their 
journeys have been or haven't been. She also knew 
that she wanted to become a mom. And it so 
happens that she welcomed a daughter into the 
world in the last year plus. Then she thought about 
what exists for her daughter or her eventual 
daughter, and she wanted to create a brand that 
sees these young women for who they are, 
celebrates them and tells their stories—because it 
doesn't exist and it didn't exist for her.

She was very intentional about making sure this was 
propelled by diverse perspectives and experiences. 
She also, coming from a team sport, believes in the 
power of a collective. So she wanted to do this in 
partnership with other incredibly powerful women, 
who like I said, their experiences, lived experiences, 
are very different from hers. That's where Sue Bird, 
Simone Manuel and Chloe Kim join the picture. I 
joke often that the four of them are our Avengers. 
They're this incredible powerful collective, who on 

their own individually are so accomplished. Four of 
the greatest athletes of all time. But Alex had a 
shared mission to leave the sport and to leave 
culture better than when they were coming 
through. 

It starts with Alex. We brought in incredible women 
to complement and to build alongside her. Then 
from there, the brand work really started. That's 
where we debated for a long time. What is the 
voice of this brand? How does this brand manifest? 
I mentioned we were conceptualizing this in 2019. 
The world changed pretty radically throughout the 
build of this brand, which greatly impacted the 
voice of this brand and its manifestation. I think in 
the short year we've been live, almost a year now, 
we've seen incredible growth, incredible 
investment and response to the brand.  

The community we've built is incredibly passionate 
about this brand and has expectations for our 
brand, which is really interesting to see. We got our 
first tattoo—a community member of ours tattooed 
our logo on her arm because she felt like it was 
hers. It's a place where she belonged and didn't 
have that before. And it's been really incredible. 
Really, really incredible. 

JS: Did you reach out to Alex? How was the 
connection made? 

JR: I've known Alex and her team for quite some 
time through my work at The Players' Tribune. A lot 
of my personal work at The Players' Tribune was 
heavily focused on women athletes. So I have a lot 
of relationships and connections there. I got a call 
from her agent, a sort of exploratory, saying, "Hey, 
we're thinking about doing ... There's 
UNINTERRUPTED, there's The Players' Tribune. Alex 
is thinking about doing some version of that 
herself. What do you think?" It was, honestly, a 
series of conversations probably for the course of a 
year, before we actually started to implement real 
planning. Where does the investment come from? 
Where does it live? Is it incubated inside a larger 
shop? Is it something that we go and we fundraise 
and we launch independent? What do we call it? Is 
it the Alex Morgan Company? All the true sort of 
business and brand work that needed to be done. 
But it was, I would say, early 2019. Those 

conversations were happening in earnest.  

JS: I'm at the end of watching the Beatles 
documentary by Peter Jackson. I'm just loving it 
because it's about the creative process. It's about 
chemistry among creative people and geniuses. 
Could you talk a bit about what the chemistry is 
with these four women when they're in the room 
together? 

JR: I can't believe I get to be in the room with them 
so often. There  are people that you can describe 
and then there are people that you experience. The 
four of them together is a real experience, and they 
all have different approaches and different voices 
and different perspectives and different 
personalities and different types of expressions. 
The first word that comes to mind when the four of 
them are together is, presence. The temperature 
changes in the room. You can feel it. Simone has 
this quiet fierceness, but as soon as she smiles, 
again, the temperature in the room changes. It's so 
warm and inviting and beautiful. And she is so 
strong. 

Sue is hilarious. She brings a little swag to the room. 
Chloe loves to laugh and have fun. Alex is very 
intentional and almost allows the room to take 
shape however it needs to, to accomplish the goals 
that we have. She's the compass, though. She's 
often the compass for us. They're incredible. They 
feed off each other really well. They make this 
brand better. Their life experiences, but certainly 
their perspective on what this brand should be, 
makes us better. They're not afraid to have those 
hard conversations. 

JS: What kind of things do you talk about when you 
get together  with the four of them? Is it the 
business going forward? Is it the business model? Is 
it how you want to evolve the brand? Is it about 
your key community? Probably all of the above. 

JR: It's all of the above to varying degrees of 
specificity. I like to use our time with them to get 
feedback. They're not in the business every single 
day, obviously they're full-time athletes, but when 
they're watching and consuming, what are they 
experiencing? What's resonating with them? What's 
also happening in their personal landscapes and 

lives and sports and teams and leagues that we 
need to be talking about? We update them of 
course, on the business. We'll ask questions of 
them too, about where they want this to go now. 
We will have a big level-set in March 2nd, 2020, 
which is our one year anniversary, where we talk 
about what the next year holds. 

For me, it's information gathering. Again, setting 
our compass continually and making sure that the 
brand ... The interesting challenge of building a 
brand like this one with these four incredible 
women is, it exists on its own unto itself, but it also 
is a reflection of them. However, this brand 
manifests in the world, that it is also something that 
resonates with them and makes them proud too, 
and is an honest reflection of them. There's a lot of 
layers to the build of this, which is why when we 
have the four of them together, it's essential to get 
that feedback and also understand what their 
ambitions are for this brand. 

JS: We're going to get back to TOGETHXR in a 
moment, but I want to come back to you. I was 
researching this podcast, looking at your content 
and also looking at your voice and your career. I 
listened to the 33voices Podcast, and I found it 
wonderful on so many levels. But I felt a connection 
with you, Jessica. I grew up in a small town and not 
many people leave my small town. I was the only 
family member in my large family who left. When I 
go home, people don't ask me about my job or 
what I do. They ask me about my family. I had an 
ambition when I was young to move to New York 
and to be a writer. I didn't fly on an airplane until I 
was 22. All this was in your podcast. I felt a great 
connection. I want you to reflect on that. You grew 
up in a small town in Kentucky, you're going home 
to see them soon. I would like you to reflect on how 
that has shaped you and where that ambition came 
from now. What is it about your upbringing that 
gave rise to that ambition and helped shape you as 
a person, a storyteller, a DEI champion, an 
entrepreneur? Could you please reflect on your 
background and how that plays into Jessica today? 

JR: It's a really big question. I don't know where my 
ambition came from. What I can say is, I knew very, 
very early on at a very young age that I did not want 
to stay where I was. I knew I wanted to leave. What I 

appreciate about my home and my family and my 
upbringing now, I didn't fully appreciate at the time. 
But I also think because of where I come 
from—which is a very simple place and we didn't 
have a lot of means—I function with a lot of 
grounding. I'm not greatly impressed by the coasts 
or other things that I think people aspire for: power 
and money. I don't have ambitions for any of those 
things. My ambitions have always been simple, 
which is to tell stories and create empathy in this 
world. As a person, as a trait, maybe it is because of 
my Southern family. I was taught to ask questions 
and be polite and listen, and be nice. Some of 
those things hurt women over time, which we can 
talk about. 

I was always an empath, who observed and who 
would imagine other people's worlds and 
experiences, and almost want to crawl inside them 
and then bring them out into the rest of the world. 
No one in my family works in media. No one's left. 
Again, a very simple place, very simple family. I 
remember when my family visited me in New York 
for the first time, they said I walked too fast, but the 
resounding sort of message of support was, “This is 
so impressive. Congratulations, I could never see 
myself here.” And the difference is, I could always 
see myself there. I don't know. I think I was sort of 
destined to leave. And then ultimately appreciate 
going home. 

JS: Who were your role models growing up? 

JR: Writers and musicians, probably, outside of my 
family. My mom's side of the family is quite large. 
She's one of six. The women in my family are loud 
and boisterous and funny and run the show. I had 
incredibly strong female role models in my 
personal life, but I looked to writers and musicians. 

Great female writers: Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, poets. A lot of female musicians. My 
formative years were right in the mid '90s, when girl 
power was a thing, Lilith Fair was a big festival. I saw 
myself reflected back in their own journeys. There 
were some female athletes and the first jersey I ever 
bought with my own money was a Lisa Leslie jersey. 
So I either was reading a Anne Sexton book or 
listening to Tori Amos, or Joni Mitchell, and always 
identified with the female voice. 

JS: You started at Rolling Stone. Then you moved 
on to a variety of positions. You were in content and 
media, AOL Music, at Viacom MTV, at the FADER, at 
The Players' Tribune, now TOGETHXR. I listen to 
you speak about your experience at Rolling Stone 
as your first job in New York. And it was quite a 
transition. What is the most stretching for you, 
which one of those moved you most outside your 
comfort zone? 

JR: Rolling Stone stretched me as a person 
because it was my first experience in media, out of 
college, moving to New York. I had incredible 
imposter syndrome because everyone around me 
came from an Ivy League school or their family 
worked in media. They had connections and I felt 
very outside of the club. I was stretching in my 
personal life more than I would say, professionally. 
Although, I was learning what it meant to work 
professionally for the first time.  

My instinct is to say MTV and The Players' Tribune 
for very different reasons. MTV, the role that I 
assumed there, was to build a taste-making music 
brand, to reach an audience that MTV either used 
to reach and doesn't reach anymore, or to reach a 
whole new audience that, let's say Pitchfork, or 
other influential music entities and brands were 
reaching. I knew a lot about how to build a brand, 
but this was the first time I had to build a team. I 
owned a P&L. I was in big conference rooms and I 
had to lead and answer every question. From a 
professional standpoint, that experience probably 
stretched me the most and was one of the most 
formative. I would say, The Players' Tribune was 
probably the perfect confluence of both of those. 
The Players' Tribune to me, became incredibly 
personal and was sort of the Venn diagram of all of 
my passions and my interests and my ambitions. 

It started as a hypothesis, which was, what would 
happen if you take the middle man—in this case, the 
relationship between journalists and athlete—and 
you fundamentally change the dynamic of those 
conversations? You put the recorder on, but you 
empower the athlete to take you where they want 
to go and tell you a story about their life that maybe 
no one's ever asked them about, or they've never 
told before. Ultimately, they get to touch and shape 
that with you. You go direct to source and you 
create alongside with them. What could you do 
with that? That was the big question we were trying 
to answer. It turned out that we can humanize an 
entire community of people. And dimensionalize, 
humanize is almost a reductive word. To 
dimensionalize these people and to see them, truly 
see them maybe for the time and relate to them. 

I got to do that work for almost five years at a scale 
that I don't think we could have imagined. There 
were a lot of incredible experiences and rooms and 
conversations that came from that time. As a 
storyteller, oftentimes at The Players’ Tribune I got 
to be the holding space for someone else's deeply 
personal experience. Sometimes that included 
trauma, sometimes it included celebration. In the 
case of Kobe Bryant, who we worked with many 
times over, being home for his retirement 
announcement. And when he came through New 
York, we popped bottles of champagne and 
toasted to his career. There were so many moments 
from that time that I was privileged and lucky 
enough to be a part of. 

JS: Let's go back to The Players' Tribune for a 
moment. You worked there for a long time. What 
did you learn there that has helped you get off to 
such a fast start at TOGETHXR? 

JR: Go where the silence is. The entire premise and 
the work at The Players' Tribune was to unlock and 
dimensionalize. There's no greater category of 
people in my mind, in my perspective, who move 
culture forward than women and specifically 
women athletes, and probably even more 
specifically Black women athletes. There is 
significant white space, if we want to talk about 
brands and business opportunities that exist here. 
There's no brand that brings sport and culture 
together for a female demographic in this way. But 

more importantly, the stories that we're telling and 
the women that we're telling them with, and also 
the women who were actually creating the stories 
on our team, for example. It's all women, mostly 
women of color, on our team.  

They haven't been centered ever, really. Most of 
them haven't. So for me, it was go where the silence 
is, listen and make it so good and so undeniable 
and so real and authentic that it resonates. I think 
great storytelling does two things at once. It taps 
into your IQ and your EQ at the same time. It makes 
you think, it changes your perspective. It creates an 
emotional response, any number of emotional 
responses, and ultimately creates empathy. And 
that was it. No one's here. Why haven't they been 
here? We should be here. 

JS: Has there been a storytelling mentor in your 
years since Rolling Stone?

JR: I've been privileged enough to have a few. One 
of my mentors was the editorial director at The 
Players’ Tribune. His name's Gary Hoenig and he is 
founder of ESPN: The Magazine. He spent years 
and years inside the shop, is one of the brilliant 
minds of our time. Over the course of five years, we 
talked a lot about experiences, questions, hard 
questions, people, therapy, constructs. We talked 
about everything and ultimately, that made the 
stories that we told better. One of his 
prompts—which I hold tight to now, even in my 
personal relationships—I tend to think about their 
life as if it were a movie. One of his prompts was to 
imagine someone's life as a movie. Think about 
great movies: There's a protagonist, there's a great 

supporting cast. There's always one supporting 
actor. Who is that person in that person's life? 
What's the most important scene? What is that 
soundtrack? Can you literally place me in the room? 
He made all of us better. 

JS: You're coming up on your one year anniversary 
in March. You're the chief content officer. How do 
you feel it's gone in the first year? Has the first year 
been everything you hoped it would be? How do 
you measure the impact you're making 
qualitatively, quantitatively? 

JR: I'm floored by year one. I was asked right 
before we launched the brand—which the launch 
was delayed because of COVID. I was asked about 
what I feared for the brand. There's any number of 
fears you have whenever you're launching a startup. 
My fear was—because for so long it's been 
reinforced—that no one will care. No one will care 
about these women. No one's going to consume 
these stories, despite knowing that wasn't true, but 
that was my big fear. Year one has proven that so 
many people care. So many people celebrate this 
brand. There are quantitative and qualitative 
measurements against that. We are the fastest 
growing sports brand on TikTok. We're number one 
in our competitive set, we have 1.4 million 
followers, which is pretty astounding in nine 
months. 

We've doubled, almost tripled our revenue target 
in just nine months, which for me, as a purpose and 
mission-driven brand to actually drive investment in 
this space to these women, fills me up. It's great for 
the business. It's a great proof of business, but it 
also fulfills a mission for us. I mentioned our 
community member getting a tattoo. It sounds sort 
of ridiculous to say, but we wanted to be an identity 
brand and people, largely women, are seeing 
themselves reflected. That resonance has been 
incredible. There's a lot of other ways that we're 
measuring success. We're sort of drinking from a 
fire hose, from brand partnerships, from platform 
partnerships, from development and other 
production companies, platforms, Netflix. Others 
that we're talking to about long-term development. 
We have a lot of exciting announcements  going to 
be made in 2022, but the outpouring of support 
and investment in business and community has 

been unlike anything I've experienced in my career. 

JS: How do you speak about your purpose inside 
your company and how do you know you are 
making progress toward your purpose? I know 
you're still very young, nine months old, but this is 
an issue so many of our listeners wrestle with. They 
want their company to be a purpose-driven 
company. They want to make sure it's sustainable 
and keeps going. How do you know you're making 
progress? 

JR: There's the big purpose for us and then there's 
a lot of many purposes beneath that purpose. We 
talk about it very similar to the way I'm talking about 
it with you now, which is, about seeing and 
centering and lived experiences and authenticity. 
Even the means of which stories come to life and 
how they're created. We talk about conversation 
and challenging questions and what our role is as a 
brand to make statements and have a perspective. 
There is no neutral anymore. We talk a lot about 
that and how that can manifest. We also talk about 
how that purpose changes for us. Certainly, as the 
team changes and grows and stretches, the 
business scales. 2021 was about launching a 
company and a brand that resonated. 

You can define resonance in a number of different 
ways. It was to create visibility and center stories 
that aren't traditionally centered. What we're talking 
about now as a team around purpose is, what does 
that mean in year two? Visibility for us isn't enough 
anymore. We're interested in investment and what 
that actually looks like. Visibility is one part of 
investment. There's so much more. It's a long way 
of saying, a lot of the language that we use and the 
values that we uphold that we dissect and we talk 
about, I talk about the same way that I talk about it 
with you. 

JS: How would you like to see brands get involved 
and what is your message to the CMOs who are 
listening? 

JR: “Where have you been?” There's a cycle that 
exists in women's sports. Well, first of all, we should 
acknowledge women's sports is sort of ground zero 
for every -ism. It's been said that women's sports is 
so far behind. And I say this very often: My opinion 

is women's sports and women athletes have been 
so far ahead that culture has had to catch up and 
we're starting to get there. I jokingly say, "Where 
have you been?" There is this cycle that exists in 
women's sports that's related specifically to brand 
partners, which is 100 percent of media coverage. 
It's well known, that stat: Only 4 percent of that 
goes towards women athletes. That's not even 
dissecting the quality of that coverage, the breadth 
of that coverage, the diversity of that coverage, the 
marketing and amplification of that coverage. That's 
just a number. 

If there's only 4 percent visibility for these 
incredible women, it's incredibly hard to grow the 
community, the fans, the viewership. To put bodies 
in seats, to sell tickets to these events. You're not 
growing that, the audience. Brands are hesitant to 
invest in this space because it's not worth their ROI. 
If they're not spending money, then media 
companies aren't going to cover because they're 
not going to get any ad revenue against it. There's a 
very vicious cycle and there's ways to break that 
cycle. TOGETHXR's first way to disrupt that cycle 
was to tell the stories. Invest and tell these stories. 

For brands, for CMOs, what I would say is: It takes 
conscious intentional investment in this space. It's 
not enough to say you support women. You actually 
need to invest in women. You need to be the 
decision-maker, because you can disrupt the cycle. 
It's also an incredibly profitable, growing category. 
Was it Deloitte that projected it'll be a billion dollar 
category in the next couple of years? It's worth the 
investment. Someone has to make that decision. 
And you're in the seat to make that decision. For 
me, I also think about who those decision-makers 
are. Literally who's in that seat? What do they look 
like? What has their experience been? We talk 
about -isms, of course, coming into play in this 
space. I think I would question who's in that seat 
and what role they play and then the power and 
privilege they have to afford opportunity to others. 

JS: Is there a partnership you could talk about 
today that you think is very progressive for you?

JR: We've been fortunate enough to work with 
incredible brands who are really investing in 
women. We did a four-part doc series with Alex 

Morgan that was presented by AT&T. We are in the 
middle of launching a four-part series in 
partnership with Porsche, which is all about 
celebration of ambition and dreams and 
achievement that brings together four incredible 
women in that series. We have a lot of exciting 
brand partnerships and announcements to make 
very soon. One of the ones I'm most excited about 
right now—because of the story, not just the 
partnership itself—is with Buick. They are an NCAA 
title sponsor. They came to us recognizing that the 
level of investment on the women's side around 
NCAA tournaments is not the same. It's hard to 
ignore that. 

Last year, shortly after we launched the inequities 
that the women's ... Now, we can call it March 
Madness, but the women's NCAA Basketball 
Tournament and the conditions those women were 
in versus their male counterparts was made very 
visible and we were vocal about it. We talked about 
it, we covered it quite a bit. One of the questions 
that came out of that is, "Okay, outside of the 
governing body, there's a responsibility now for 
those brand partners to show up differently and 
they can also ... " I'm going to say it. I'm too 
Southern polite. They're part of the problem. And 
they can fix part of the problem. 

Buick recognizes that and they want to invest more 
in the space and they want to rightsize the 
investment and the opportunity around these 
tournaments. They've come to us to activate around 
every major NCAA women's tournament that exists, 
including the women's basketball tournament, 
which now we can call March Madness and Final 
Four. I love this story of that partnership, and we'll 
do some great activations on the ground. I'm 
excited to get into experiential. I hate that it took 
making very visible inequity to drive that change, 
but I think that's necessary. I love that a brand 

partner like Buick wants to figure out how to be a 
part of the solution. 

JS: The CEO is a woman and the CMO is a woman  
coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally. 
You're a gifted storyteller. To the marketers who are 
listening, who have big budgets and are trying to 
be better storytellers, what's your advice to them? 

JR: Authenticity is everything—everything. It's not 
just something you say on a panel at a conference. 
It's not something you aspire to. People will know if 
the story is authentic or not. It's a touch. It's a feel. 
It's the conception of the story. It's who created it, 
who told that story? It has to be authentic. 
Authenticity, to me, comes from a lot of places, but 
most importantly, and I just said it, it's who 
conceived the story. Who's making that story, who 
are you trying to reach with that story? Do those 
people look like the people and have experiences 
of the people you're trying to reach? You can't 
manufacture that. To me, it's a bigger ambition, with 
those budgets and with that power, to create new 
pipelines of opportunity to consider. Like I said, 
who's in the room, consider who's not in the room. 
Shake things up. 

JS: What's your advice to CMOs on creating an 
organization that is stronger in diversity, equity and 
inclusion? Your company is founded on those 
principles. If you were to sit down with a CMO in a 
large company right now, what council would you 
give them? 

JR: Where is your talent coming from? What is your 
brand aspiring to be? Do the people inside that 
company reflect that brand, live that brand, are that 
brand? Who's considered when you're making 
decisions? I think a lot about leadership, effectively 
because I'm at the top of this company right now. 
But I also think about the privilege that I have as a 
leader. There's obvious privilege. I'm white, I'm 
blonde hair and blue eyes. I'm feminine presenting, 
I'm straight passing. I'm able-bodied. I'm college 
educated. There's a lot of privilege I have. With that 
comes power and what I've come to believe about 
power is for me, personally—and I would advise this 
to a CMO inside a large organization—power needs 
to be shared and given out to empower the other 
people around you. To acknowledge that I actually 

don't have all the answers. My job is to make a 
decision, but my power ultimately is only effective if 
I'm giving it away. And the brand should come first.

JS: Jessica, let's move to the final section of this 
wonderful chat, called the creative brief. My first 
question to you is, what's the first brand that you 
remember making an impact on you as a young girl 
in Kentucky? 

JR: Nike and Jordan brand, I guess more 
specifically. There wasn't a lot of access in Kentucky. 
I guess the other one would be MTV, because my 
television was on all the time. My mom was a single 
parent. My twin sister and I were in front of the TV a 
lot, alone a lot. The television was on either an NBA 
game—Michael Jordan was one of my heroes—or it 
was on MTV. It's funny, because to come full circle 
and to walk into and work for MTV later with 
ambitions to bring back music legacy, which is 
something that I grew up with knowing them for, 
was a pretty special moment for me.  

JS: A lighter question. What makes Sue Bird so 
funny? 

JR: Man, she's born with it. It's not even just how 
funny she is. It's how quick she is. It's her wit, she's 
so witty. She does not miss a beat. I said at the top 
of this conversation, there are people you can 
describe and then there are people you have to  
experience. Sue Bird is an experience. She's also 
just a deeply good human. I will say this, Sue on her 
own is hilarious and a riot and a great time. Sue Bird 
with Diana Taurasi, is a whole other level. They need 
a show. They really do. 

JS: Well. That's up to you. 

JR: Yep. 

JS: Jessica, thank you for this honest, authentic and 
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very inspiring discussion. Thank you for your 
generosity. 

JR: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it.  

JS: That was my conversation with Jessica 
Robertson. Three takeaways for your business, 
brand and life. 

First one: Women's sports is wide open for brands 
to get involved. Women's sports is growing. 
Women athletes are amazing people. This is an area 
for those brands listening and those people with 
brand budgets—you need to get involved, learn 
more about this. This is the right place to be for 
many, many brands.

Second takeaway: Authenticity is the key to great 
storytelling. Jessica is one of the world's great 
storytellers. She's told stories of some of the most 
amazing people on our planet. When I asked her 
the key to storytelling, she said very simply, 
authenticity. 

Third takeaway: What's the key to building a 
company that's grounded on DE&I? Empathy. 
Jessica's advice to CMOs who are trying to make 
progress on DE&I in their organization is to start 
with empathy.



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast, DE&I Mini-Series is Jessica 
Robertson, the chief content officer at TOGETHXR. 
TOGETHXR is a brand new media and commerce 
company with the mission to feature a diverse and 
inclusive community of game changers, culture 
shapers, thought leaders and barrier breakers.
  
The founders of TOGETHXR are four world-class 
athletes, all Olympic gold medalists: Alex Morgan, 
Chloe Kim, Sue Bird and Simone Manuel. Before 
joining TOGETHXR, Jessica was the head of content 
for The Players' Tribune, another publisher owned 
by world-class athletes. She has also held positions 
at The FADER, MTV, Rolling Stone and AOL Music. 
In this conversation, we'll talk about TOGETHXR's 
objective to disrupt the inequitable pattern in 
sports and media. Only about 4 percent of sports 
coverage is women's sports. We'll also talk about 
the impact storytelling has on DE&I and what 
marketers and executives can learn from great 
storytelling. This is my compelling conversation with 
Jessica Robertson. 

Jessica, welcome to The CMO Podcast. I have to tell 
you, in prepping for this great chat we're going to 
have, my wife and I started watching your video 
content on your site, on TOGETHXR's site. And we, 
frankly, could not stop. We watched the Jalaiah 
story. We watched Mia Brady. We watched the 
surfer girls. It is just so good. My wife, who's 
probably a bit older than your target audience, she 
just said to me, "This is so inspiring. I can only 
imagine what it's doing for young girls." 

I want you to start there. What is it about this very 
young company that is producing work that is so 
good and compelling? 

JESSICA ROBERTSON: First I would say, that's very 
validating. Thank you. We wanted TOGETHXR to be 
a see-it, be-it brand. It was imperative for us to have 
an entire generation of young girls see themselves 
reflected back in the stories that we tell, possibly for 
the first time ever. So everything, every story that 
we produce, every series we make is done with that 
intention. I love that you used the word “inspiring” 
because when we were building the brand, as you 
do, we had a blank wall and we're putting words on 
this wall of what we want this brand to be, who this 

brand is for. We were debating, do we even use the 
word athlete or not? Are we saying specifically for 
women or not? We came down to traits and 
“inspiring” was one of the first words we wrote 
down. It has to move people. That's what we aim to 
do in part with every story we tell. 

JS: What was your origin story with this brand? 
What brought you and these four amazing women 
together? 

JR: It starts with Alex Morgan. She, coming off the 
World Cup win in 2019, did as all athletes at her 
level—which is to say one of the greatest athletes in 
the world, I don't have to say female or woman in 
front of that and that's true—was assessing her 
career and the landscape that she exists in, what 
was available to her coming up, what wasn't 
available to her coming up. She would call it legacy. 
That's a word she uses. I think coming off of that 
win, she's on the back nine of her career now. She 
wanted to leave something bigger than medals, or 
trophies, or whatever in the case. She wanted to 
create something that didn't exist for her. She's 
been on the forefront of the fight for quality and 
equity in her sport, certainly for women in sports at 
large. 

She was looking next to the women she plays with 
and against every single day and what their 
journeys have been or haven't been. She also knew 
that she wanted to become a mom. And it so 
happens that she welcomed a daughter into the 
world in the last year plus. Then she thought about 
what exists for her daughter or her eventual 
daughter, and she wanted to create a brand that 
sees these young women for who they are, 
celebrates them and tells their stories—because it 
doesn't exist and it didn't exist for her.

She was very intentional about making sure this was 
propelled by diverse perspectives and experiences. 
She also, coming from a team sport, believes in the 
power of a collective. So she wanted to do this in 
partnership with other incredibly powerful women, 
who like I said, their experiences, lived experiences, 
are very different from hers. That's where Sue Bird, 
Simone Manuel and Chloe Kim join the picture. I 
joke often that the four of them are our Avengers. 
They're this incredible powerful collective, who on 

their own individually are so accomplished. Four of 
the greatest athletes of all time. But Alex had a 
shared mission to leave the sport and to leave 
culture better than when they were coming 
through. 

It starts with Alex. We brought in incredible women 
to complement and to build alongside her. Then 
from there, the brand work really started. That's 
where we debated for a long time. What is the 
voice of this brand? How does this brand manifest? 
I mentioned we were conceptualizing this in 2019. 
The world changed pretty radically throughout the 
build of this brand, which greatly impacted the 
voice of this brand and its manifestation. I think in 
the short year we've been live, almost a year now, 
we've seen incredible growth, incredible 
investment and response to the brand.  

The community we've built is incredibly passionate 
about this brand and has expectations for our 
brand, which is really interesting to see. We got our 
first tattoo—a community member of ours tattooed 
our logo on her arm because she felt like it was 
hers. It's a place where she belonged and didn't 
have that before. And it's been really incredible. 
Really, really incredible. 

JS: Did you reach out to Alex? How was the 
connection made? 

JR: I've known Alex and her team for quite some 
time through my work at The Players' Tribune. A lot 
of my personal work at The Players' Tribune was 
heavily focused on women athletes. So I have a lot 
of relationships and connections there. I got a call 
from her agent, a sort of exploratory, saying, "Hey, 
we're thinking about doing ... There's 
UNINTERRUPTED, there's The Players' Tribune. Alex 
is thinking about doing some version of that 
herself. What do you think?" It was, honestly, a 
series of conversations probably for the course of a 
year, before we actually started to implement real 
planning. Where does the investment come from? 
Where does it live? Is it incubated inside a larger 
shop? Is it something that we go and we fundraise 
and we launch independent? What do we call it? Is 
it the Alex Morgan Company? All the true sort of 
business and brand work that needed to be done. 
But it was, I would say, early 2019. Those 

conversations were happening in earnest.  

JS: I'm at the end of watching the Beatles 
documentary by Peter Jackson. I'm just loving it 
because it's about the creative process. It's about 
chemistry among creative people and geniuses. 
Could you talk a bit about what the chemistry is 
with these four women when they're in the room 
together? 

JR: I can't believe I get to be in the room with them 
so often. There  are people that you can describe 
and then there are people that you experience. The 
four of them together is a real experience, and they 
all have different approaches and different voices 
and different perspectives and different 
personalities and different types of expressions. 
The first word that comes to mind when the four of 
them are together is, presence. The temperature 
changes in the room. You can feel it. Simone has 
this quiet fierceness, but as soon as she smiles, 
again, the temperature in the room changes. It's so 
warm and inviting and beautiful. And she is so 
strong. 

Sue is hilarious. She brings a little swag to the room. 
Chloe loves to laugh and have fun. Alex is very 
intentional and almost allows the room to take 
shape however it needs to, to accomplish the goals 
that we have. She's the compass, though. She's 
often the compass for us. They're incredible. They 
feed off each other really well. They make this 
brand better. Their life experiences, but certainly 
their perspective on what this brand should be, 
makes us better. They're not afraid to have those 
hard conversations. 

JS: What kind of things do you talk about when you 
get together  with the four of them? Is it the 
business going forward? Is it the business model? Is 
it how you want to evolve the brand? Is it about 
your key community? Probably all of the above. 

JR: It's all of the above to varying degrees of 
specificity. I like to use our time with them to get 
feedback. They're not in the business every single 
day, obviously they're full-time athletes, but when 
they're watching and consuming, what are they 
experiencing? What's resonating with them? What's 
also happening in their personal landscapes and 

lives and sports and teams and leagues that we 
need to be talking about? We update them of 
course, on the business. We'll ask questions of 
them too, about where they want this to go now. 
We will have a big level-set in March 2nd, 2020, 
which is our one year anniversary, where we talk 
about what the next year holds. 

For me, it's information gathering. Again, setting 
our compass continually and making sure that the 
brand ... The interesting challenge of building a 
brand like this one with these four incredible 
women is, it exists on its own unto itself, but it also 
is a reflection of them. However, this brand 
manifests in the world, that it is also something that 
resonates with them and makes them proud too, 
and is an honest reflection of them. There's a lot of 
layers to the build of this, which is why when we 
have the four of them together, it's essential to get 
that feedback and also understand what their 
ambitions are for this brand. 

JS: We're going to get back to TOGETHXR in a 
moment, but I want to come back to you. I was 
researching this podcast, looking at your content 
and also looking at your voice and your career. I 
listened to the 33voices Podcast, and I found it 
wonderful on so many levels. But I felt a connection 
with you, Jessica. I grew up in a small town and not 
many people leave my small town. I was the only 
family member in my large family who left. When I 
go home, people don't ask me about my job or 
what I do. They ask me about my family. I had an 
ambition when I was young to move to New York 
and to be a writer. I didn't fly on an airplane until I 
was 22. All this was in your podcast. I felt a great 
connection. I want you to reflect on that. You grew 
up in a small town in Kentucky, you're going home 
to see them soon. I would like you to reflect on how 
that has shaped you and where that ambition came 
from now. What is it about your upbringing that 
gave rise to that ambition and helped shape you as 
a person, a storyteller, a DEI champion, an 
entrepreneur? Could you please reflect on your 
background and how that plays into Jessica today? 

JR: It's a really big question. I don't know where my 
ambition came from. What I can say is, I knew very, 
very early on at a very young age that I did not want 
to stay where I was. I knew I wanted to leave. What I 

appreciate about my home and my family and my 
upbringing now, I didn't fully appreciate at the time. 
But I also think because of where I come 
from—which is a very simple place and we didn't 
have a lot of means—I function with a lot of 
grounding. I'm not greatly impressed by the coasts 
or other things that I think people aspire for: power 
and money. I don't have ambitions for any of those 
things. My ambitions have always been simple, 
which is to tell stories and create empathy in this 
world. As a person, as a trait, maybe it is because of 
my Southern family. I was taught to ask questions 
and be polite and listen, and be nice. Some of 
those things hurt women over time, which we can 
talk about. 

I was always an empath, who observed and who 
would imagine other people's worlds and 
experiences, and almost want to crawl inside them 
and then bring them out into the rest of the world. 
No one in my family works in media. No one's left. 
Again, a very simple place, very simple family. I 
remember when my family visited me in New York 
for the first time, they said I walked too fast, but the 
resounding sort of message of support was, “This is 
so impressive. Congratulations, I could never see 
myself here.” And the difference is, I could always 
see myself there. I don't know. I think I was sort of 
destined to leave. And then ultimately appreciate 
going home. 

JS: Who were your role models growing up? 

JR: Writers and musicians, probably, outside of my 
family. My mom's side of the family is quite large. 
She's one of six. The women in my family are loud 
and boisterous and funny and run the show. I had 
incredibly strong female role models in my 
personal life, but I looked to writers and musicians. 

Great female writers: Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, poets. A lot of female musicians. My 
formative years were right in the mid '90s, when girl 
power was a thing, Lilith Fair was a big festival. I saw 
myself reflected back in their own journeys. There 
were some female athletes and the first jersey I ever 
bought with my own money was a Lisa Leslie jersey. 
So I either was reading a Anne Sexton book or 
listening to Tori Amos, or Joni Mitchell, and always 
identified with the female voice. 

JS: You started at Rolling Stone. Then you moved 
on to a variety of positions. You were in content and 
media, AOL Music, at Viacom MTV, at the FADER, at 
The Players' Tribune, now TOGETHXR. I listen to 
you speak about your experience at Rolling Stone 
as your first job in New York. And it was quite a 
transition. What is the most stretching for you, 
which one of those moved you most outside your 
comfort zone? 

JR: Rolling Stone stretched me as a person 
because it was my first experience in media, out of 
college, moving to New York. I had incredible 
imposter syndrome because everyone around me 
came from an Ivy League school or their family 
worked in media. They had connections and I felt 
very outside of the club. I was stretching in my 
personal life more than I would say, professionally. 
Although, I was learning what it meant to work 
professionally for the first time.  

My instinct is to say MTV and The Players' Tribune 
for very different reasons. MTV, the role that I 
assumed there, was to build a taste-making music 
brand, to reach an audience that MTV either used 
to reach and doesn't reach anymore, or to reach a 
whole new audience that, let's say Pitchfork, or 
other influential music entities and brands were 
reaching. I knew a lot about how to build a brand, 
but this was the first time I had to build a team. I 
owned a P&L. I was in big conference rooms and I 
had to lead and answer every question. From a 
professional standpoint, that experience probably 
stretched me the most and was one of the most 
formative. I would say, The Players' Tribune was 
probably the perfect confluence of both of those. 
The Players' Tribune to me, became incredibly 
personal and was sort of the Venn diagram of all of 
my passions and my interests and my ambitions. 

It started as a hypothesis, which was, what would 
happen if you take the middle man—in this case, the 
relationship between journalists and athlete—and 
you fundamentally change the dynamic of those 
conversations? You put the recorder on, but you 
empower the athlete to take you where they want 
to go and tell you a story about their life that maybe 
no one's ever asked them about, or they've never 
told before. Ultimately, they get to touch and shape 
that with you. You go direct to source and you 
create alongside with them. What could you do 
with that? That was the big question we were trying 
to answer. It turned out that we can humanize an 
entire community of people. And dimensionalize, 
humanize is almost a reductive word. To 
dimensionalize these people and to see them, truly 
see them maybe for the time and relate to them. 

I got to do that work for almost five years at a scale 
that I don't think we could have imagined. There 
were a lot of incredible experiences and rooms and 
conversations that came from that time. As a 
storyteller, oftentimes at The Players’ Tribune I got 
to be the holding space for someone else's deeply 
personal experience. Sometimes that included 
trauma, sometimes it included celebration. In the 
case of Kobe Bryant, who we worked with many 
times over, being home for his retirement 
announcement. And when he came through New 
York, we popped bottles of champagne and 
toasted to his career. There were so many moments 
from that time that I was privileged and lucky 
enough to be a part of. 

JS: Let's go back to The Players' Tribune for a 
moment. You worked there for a long time. What 
did you learn there that has helped you get off to 
such a fast start at TOGETHXR? 

JR: Go where the silence is. The entire premise and 
the work at The Players' Tribune was to unlock and 
dimensionalize. There's no greater category of 
people in my mind, in my perspective, who move 
culture forward than women and specifically 
women athletes, and probably even more 
specifically Black women athletes. There is 
significant white space, if we want to talk about 
brands and business opportunities that exist here. 
There's no brand that brings sport and culture 
together for a female demographic in this way. But 

more importantly, the stories that we're telling and 
the women that we're telling them with, and also 
the women who were actually creating the stories 
on our team, for example. It's all women, mostly 
women of color, on our team.  

They haven't been centered ever, really. Most of 
them haven't. So for me, it was go where the silence 
is, listen and make it so good and so undeniable 
and so real and authentic that it resonates. I think 
great storytelling does two things at once. It taps 
into your IQ and your EQ at the same time. It makes 
you think, it changes your perspective. It creates an 
emotional response, any number of emotional 
responses, and ultimately creates empathy. And 
that was it. No one's here. Why haven't they been 
here? We should be here. 

JS: Has there been a storytelling mentor in your 
years since Rolling Stone?

JR: I've been privileged enough to have a few. One 
of my mentors was the editorial director at The 
Players’ Tribune. His name's Gary Hoenig and he is 
founder of ESPN: The Magazine. He spent years 
and years inside the shop, is one of the brilliant 
minds of our time. Over the course of five years, we 
talked a lot about experiences, questions, hard 
questions, people, therapy, constructs. We talked 
about everything and ultimately, that made the 
stories that we told better. One of his 
prompts—which I hold tight to now, even in my 
personal relationships—I tend to think about their 
life as if it were a movie. One of his prompts was to 
imagine someone's life as a movie. Think about 
great movies: There's a protagonist, there's a great 

supporting cast. There's always one supporting 
actor. Who is that person in that person's life? 
What's the most important scene? What is that 
soundtrack? Can you literally place me in the room? 
He made all of us better. 

JS: You're coming up on your one year anniversary 
in March. You're the chief content officer. How do 
you feel it's gone in the first year? Has the first year 
been everything you hoped it would be? How do 
you measure the impact you're making 
qualitatively, quantitatively? 

JR: I'm floored by year one. I was asked right 
before we launched the brand—which the launch 
was delayed because of COVID. I was asked about 
what I feared for the brand. There's any number of 
fears you have whenever you're launching a startup. 
My fear was—because for so long it's been 
reinforced—that no one will care. No one will care 
about these women. No one's going to consume 
these stories, despite knowing that wasn't true, but 
that was my big fear. Year one has proven that so 
many people care. So many people celebrate this 
brand. There are quantitative and qualitative 
measurements against that. We are the fastest 
growing sports brand on TikTok. We're number one 
in our competitive set, we have 1.4 million 
followers, which is pretty astounding in nine 
months. 

We've doubled, almost tripled our revenue target 
in just nine months, which for me, as a purpose and 
mission-driven brand to actually drive investment in 
this space to these women, fills me up. It's great for 
the business. It's a great proof of business, but it 
also fulfills a mission for us. I mentioned our 
community member getting a tattoo. It sounds sort 
of ridiculous to say, but we wanted to be an identity 
brand and people, largely women, are seeing 
themselves reflected. That resonance has been 
incredible. There's a lot of other ways that we're 
measuring success. We're sort of drinking from a 
fire hose, from brand partnerships, from platform 
partnerships, from development and other 
production companies, platforms, Netflix. Others 
that we're talking to about long-term development. 
We have a lot of exciting announcements  going to 
be made in 2022, but the outpouring of support 
and investment in business and community has 

been unlike anything I've experienced in my career. 

JS: How do you speak about your purpose inside 
your company and how do you know you are 
making progress toward your purpose? I know 
you're still very young, nine months old, but this is 
an issue so many of our listeners wrestle with. They 
want their company to be a purpose-driven 
company. They want to make sure it's sustainable 
and keeps going. How do you know you're making 
progress? 

JR: There's the big purpose for us and then there's 
a lot of many purposes beneath that purpose. We 
talk about it very similar to the way I'm talking about 
it with you now, which is, about seeing and 
centering and lived experiences and authenticity. 
Even the means of which stories come to life and 
how they're created. We talk about conversation 
and challenging questions and what our role is as a 
brand to make statements and have a perspective. 
There is no neutral anymore. We talk a lot about 
that and how that can manifest. We also talk about 
how that purpose changes for us. Certainly, as the 
team changes and grows and stretches, the 
business scales. 2021 was about launching a 
company and a brand that resonated. 

You can define resonance in a number of different 
ways. It was to create visibility and center stories 
that aren't traditionally centered. What we're talking 
about now as a team around purpose is, what does 
that mean in year two? Visibility for us isn't enough 
anymore. We're interested in investment and what 
that actually looks like. Visibility is one part of 
investment. There's so much more. It's a long way 
of saying, a lot of the language that we use and the 
values that we uphold that we dissect and we talk 
about, I talk about the same way that I talk about it 
with you. 

JS: How would you like to see brands get involved 
and what is your message to the CMOs who are 
listening? 

JR: “Where have you been?” There's a cycle that 
exists in women's sports. Well, first of all, we should 
acknowledge women's sports is sort of ground zero 
for every -ism. It's been said that women's sports is 
so far behind. And I say this very often: My opinion 

is women's sports and women athletes have been 
so far ahead that culture has had to catch up and 
we're starting to get there. I jokingly say, "Where 
have you been?" There is this cycle that exists in 
women's sports that's related specifically to brand 
partners, which is 100 percent of media coverage. 
It's well known, that stat: Only 4 percent of that 
goes towards women athletes. That's not even 
dissecting the quality of that coverage, the breadth 
of that coverage, the diversity of that coverage, the 
marketing and amplification of that coverage. That's 
just a number. 

If there's only 4 percent visibility for these 
incredible women, it's incredibly hard to grow the 
community, the fans, the viewership. To put bodies 
in seats, to sell tickets to these events. You're not 
growing that, the audience. Brands are hesitant to 
invest in this space because it's not worth their ROI. 
If they're not spending money, then media 
companies aren't going to cover because they're 
not going to get any ad revenue against it. There's a 
very vicious cycle and there's ways to break that 
cycle. TOGETHXR's first way to disrupt that cycle 
was to tell the stories. Invest and tell these stories. 

For brands, for CMOs, what I would say is: It takes 
conscious intentional investment in this space. It's 
not enough to say you support women. You actually 
need to invest in women. You need to be the 
decision-maker, because you can disrupt the cycle. 
It's also an incredibly profitable, growing category. 
Was it Deloitte that projected it'll be a billion dollar 
category in the next couple of years? It's worth the 
investment. Someone has to make that decision. 
And you're in the seat to make that decision. For 
me, I also think about who those decision-makers 
are. Literally who's in that seat? What do they look 
like? What has their experience been? We talk 
about -isms, of course, coming into play in this 
space. I think I would question who's in that seat 
and what role they play and then the power and 
privilege they have to afford opportunity to others. 

JS: Is there a partnership you could talk about 
today that you think is very progressive for you?

JR: We've been fortunate enough to work with 
incredible brands who are really investing in 
women. We did a four-part doc series with Alex 

Morgan that was presented by AT&T. We are in the 
middle of launching a four-part series in 
partnership with Porsche, which is all about 
celebration of ambition and dreams and 
achievement that brings together four incredible 
women in that series. We have a lot of exciting 
brand partnerships and announcements to make 
very soon. One of the ones I'm most excited about 
right now—because of the story, not just the 
partnership itself—is with Buick. They are an NCAA 
title sponsor. They came to us recognizing that the 
level of investment on the women's side around 
NCAA tournaments is not the same. It's hard to 
ignore that. 

Last year, shortly after we launched the inequities 
that the women's ... Now, we can call it March 
Madness, but the women's NCAA Basketball 
Tournament and the conditions those women were 
in versus their male counterparts was made very 
visible and we were vocal about it. We talked about 
it, we covered it quite a bit. One of the questions 
that came out of that is, "Okay, outside of the 
governing body, there's a responsibility now for 
those brand partners to show up differently and 
they can also ... " I'm going to say it. I'm too 
Southern polite. They're part of the problem. And 
they can fix part of the problem. 

Buick recognizes that and they want to invest more 
in the space and they want to rightsize the 
investment and the opportunity around these 
tournaments. They've come to us to activate around 
every major NCAA women's tournament that exists, 
including the women's basketball tournament, 
which now we can call March Madness and Final 
Four. I love this story of that partnership, and we'll 
do some great activations on the ground. I'm 
excited to get into experiential. I hate that it took 
making very visible inequity to drive that change, 
but I think that's necessary. I love that a brand 

partner like Buick wants to figure out how to be a 
part of the solution. 

JS: The CEO is a woman and the CMO is a woman  
coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally. 
You're a gifted storyteller. To the marketers who are 
listening, who have big budgets and are trying to 
be better storytellers, what's your advice to them? 

JR: Authenticity is everything—everything. It's not 
just something you say on a panel at a conference. 
It's not something you aspire to. People will know if 
the story is authentic or not. It's a touch. It's a feel. 
It's the conception of the story. It's who created it, 
who told that story? It has to be authentic. 
Authenticity, to me, comes from a lot of places, but 
most importantly, and I just said it, it's who 
conceived the story. Who's making that story, who 
are you trying to reach with that story? Do those 
people look like the people and have experiences 
of the people you're trying to reach? You can't 
manufacture that. To me, it's a bigger ambition, with 
those budgets and with that power, to create new 
pipelines of opportunity to consider. Like I said, 
who's in the room, consider who's not in the room. 
Shake things up. 

JS: What's your advice to CMOs on creating an 
organization that is stronger in diversity, equity and 
inclusion? Your company is founded on those 
principles. If you were to sit down with a CMO in a 
large company right now, what council would you 
give them? 

JR: Where is your talent coming from? What is your 
brand aspiring to be? Do the people inside that 
company reflect that brand, live that brand, are that 
brand? Who's considered when you're making 
decisions? I think a lot about leadership, effectively 
because I'm at the top of this company right now. 
But I also think about the privilege that I have as a 
leader. There's obvious privilege. I'm white, I'm 
blonde hair and blue eyes. I'm feminine presenting, 
I'm straight passing. I'm able-bodied. I'm college 
educated. There's a lot of privilege I have. With that 
comes power and what I've come to believe about 
power is for me, personally—and I would advise this 
to a CMO inside a large organization—power needs 
to be shared and given out to empower the other 
people around you. To acknowledge that I actually 

don't have all the answers. My job is to make a 
decision, but my power ultimately is only effective if 
I'm giving it away. And the brand should come first.

JS: Jessica, let's move to the final section of this 
wonderful chat, called the creative brief. My first 
question to you is, what's the first brand that you 
remember making an impact on you as a young girl 
in Kentucky? 

JR: Nike and Jordan brand, I guess more 
specifically. There wasn't a lot of access in Kentucky. 
I guess the other one would be MTV, because my 
television was on all the time. My mom was a single 
parent. My twin sister and I were in front of the TV a 
lot, alone a lot. The television was on either an NBA 
game—Michael Jordan was one of my heroes—or it 
was on MTV. It's funny, because to come full circle 
and to walk into and work for MTV later with 
ambitions to bring back music legacy, which is 
something that I grew up with knowing them for, 
was a pretty special moment for me.  

JS: A lighter question. What makes Sue Bird so 
funny? 

JR: Man, she's born with it. It's not even just how 
funny she is. It's how quick she is. It's her wit, she's 
so witty. She does not miss a beat. I said at the top 
of this conversation, there are people you can 
describe and then there are people you have to  
experience. Sue Bird is an experience. She's also 
just a deeply good human. I will say this, Sue on her 
own is hilarious and a riot and a great time. Sue Bird 
with Diana Taurasi, is a whole other level. They need 
a show. They really do. 

JS: Well. That's up to you. 

JR: Yep. 

JS: Jessica, thank you for this honest, authentic and 
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very inspiring discussion. Thank you for your 
generosity. 

JR: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it.  

JS: That was my conversation with Jessica 
Robertson. Three takeaways for your business, 
brand and life. 

First one: Women's sports is wide open for brands 
to get involved. Women's sports is growing. 
Women athletes are amazing people. This is an area 
for those brands listening and those people with 
brand budgets—you need to get involved, learn 
more about this. This is the right place to be for 
many, many brands.

Second takeaway: Authenticity is the key to great 
storytelling. Jessica is one of the world's great 
storytellers. She's told stories of some of the most 
amazing people on our planet. When I asked her 
the key to storytelling, she said very simply, 
authenticity. 

Third takeaway: What's the key to building a 
company that's grounded on DE&I? Empathy. 
Jessica's advice to CMOs who are trying to make 
progress on DE&I in their organization is to start 
with empathy.



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast, DE&I Mini-Series is Jessica 
Robertson, the chief content officer at TOGETHXR. 
TOGETHXR is a brand new media and commerce 
company with the mission to feature a diverse and 
inclusive community of game changers, culture 
shapers, thought leaders and barrier breakers.
  
The founders of TOGETHXR are four world-class 
athletes, all Olympic gold medalists: Alex Morgan, 
Chloe Kim, Sue Bird and Simone Manuel. Before 
joining TOGETHXR, Jessica was the head of content 
for The Players' Tribune, another publisher owned 
by world-class athletes. She has also held positions 
at The FADER, MTV, Rolling Stone and AOL Music. 
In this conversation, we'll talk about TOGETHXR's 
objective to disrupt the inequitable pattern in 
sports and media. Only about 4 percent of sports 
coverage is women's sports. We'll also talk about 
the impact storytelling has on DE&I and what 
marketers and executives can learn from great 
storytelling. This is my compelling conversation with 
Jessica Robertson. 

Jessica, welcome to The CMO Podcast. I have to tell 
you, in prepping for this great chat we're going to 
have, my wife and I started watching your video 
content on your site, on TOGETHXR's site. And we, 
frankly, could not stop. We watched the Jalaiah 
story. We watched Mia Brady. We watched the 
surfer girls. It is just so good. My wife, who's 
probably a bit older than your target audience, she 
just said to me, "This is so inspiring. I can only 
imagine what it's doing for young girls." 

I want you to start there. What is it about this very 
young company that is producing work that is so 
good and compelling? 

JESSICA ROBERTSON: First I would say, that's very 
validating. Thank you. We wanted TOGETHXR to be 
a see-it, be-it brand. It was imperative for us to have 
an entire generation of young girls see themselves 
reflected back in the stories that we tell, possibly for 
the first time ever. So everything, every story that 
we produce, every series we make is done with that 
intention. I love that you used the word “inspiring” 
because when we were building the brand, as you 
do, we had a blank wall and we're putting words on 
this wall of what we want this brand to be, who this 

brand is for. We were debating, do we even use the 
word athlete or not? Are we saying specifically for 
women or not? We came down to traits and 
“inspiring” was one of the first words we wrote 
down. It has to move people. That's what we aim to 
do in part with every story we tell. 

JS: What was your origin story with this brand? 
What brought you and these four amazing women 
together? 

JR: It starts with Alex Morgan. She, coming off the 
World Cup win in 2019, did as all athletes at her 
level—which is to say one of the greatest athletes in 
the world, I don't have to say female or woman in 
front of that and that's true—was assessing her 
career and the landscape that she exists in, what 
was available to her coming up, what wasn't 
available to her coming up. She would call it legacy. 
That's a word she uses. I think coming off of that 
win, she's on the back nine of her career now. She 
wanted to leave something bigger than medals, or 
trophies, or whatever in the case. She wanted to 
create something that didn't exist for her. She's 
been on the forefront of the fight for quality and 
equity in her sport, certainly for women in sports at 
large. 

She was looking next to the women she plays with 
and against every single day and what their 
journeys have been or haven't been. She also knew 
that she wanted to become a mom. And it so 
happens that she welcomed a daughter into the 
world in the last year plus. Then she thought about 
what exists for her daughter or her eventual 
daughter, and she wanted to create a brand that 
sees these young women for who they are, 
celebrates them and tells their stories—because it 
doesn't exist and it didn't exist for her.

She was very intentional about making sure this was 
propelled by diverse perspectives and experiences. 
She also, coming from a team sport, believes in the 
power of a collective. So she wanted to do this in 
partnership with other incredibly powerful women, 
who like I said, their experiences, lived experiences, 
are very different from hers. That's where Sue Bird, 
Simone Manuel and Chloe Kim join the picture. I 
joke often that the four of them are our Avengers. 
They're this incredible powerful collective, who on 

their own individually are so accomplished. Four of 
the greatest athletes of all time. But Alex had a 
shared mission to leave the sport and to leave 
culture better than when they were coming 
through. 

It starts with Alex. We brought in incredible women 
to complement and to build alongside her. Then 
from there, the brand work really started. That's 
where we debated for a long time. What is the 
voice of this brand? How does this brand manifest? 
I mentioned we were conceptualizing this in 2019. 
The world changed pretty radically throughout the 
build of this brand, which greatly impacted the 
voice of this brand and its manifestation. I think in 
the short year we've been live, almost a year now, 
we've seen incredible growth, incredible 
investment and response to the brand.  

The community we've built is incredibly passionate 
about this brand and has expectations for our 
brand, which is really interesting to see. We got our 
first tattoo—a community member of ours tattooed 
our logo on her arm because she felt like it was 
hers. It's a place where she belonged and didn't 
have that before. And it's been really incredible. 
Really, really incredible. 

JS: Did you reach out to Alex? How was the 
connection made? 

JR: I've known Alex and her team for quite some 
time through my work at The Players' Tribune. A lot 
of my personal work at The Players' Tribune was 
heavily focused on women athletes. So I have a lot 
of relationships and connections there. I got a call 
from her agent, a sort of exploratory, saying, "Hey, 
we're thinking about doing ... There's 
UNINTERRUPTED, there's The Players' Tribune. Alex 
is thinking about doing some version of that 
herself. What do you think?" It was, honestly, a 
series of conversations probably for the course of a 
year, before we actually started to implement real 
planning. Where does the investment come from? 
Where does it live? Is it incubated inside a larger 
shop? Is it something that we go and we fundraise 
and we launch independent? What do we call it? Is 
it the Alex Morgan Company? All the true sort of 
business and brand work that needed to be done. 
But it was, I would say, early 2019. Those 

conversations were happening in earnest.  

JS: I'm at the end of watching the Beatles 
documentary by Peter Jackson. I'm just loving it 
because it's about the creative process. It's about 
chemistry among creative people and geniuses. 
Could you talk a bit about what the chemistry is 
with these four women when they're in the room 
together? 

JR: I can't believe I get to be in the room with them 
so often. There  are people that you can describe 
and then there are people that you experience. The 
four of them together is a real experience, and they 
all have different approaches and different voices 
and different perspectives and different 
personalities and different types of expressions. 
The first word that comes to mind when the four of 
them are together is, presence. The temperature 
changes in the room. You can feel it. Simone has 
this quiet fierceness, but as soon as she smiles, 
again, the temperature in the room changes. It's so 
warm and inviting and beautiful. And she is so 
strong. 

Sue is hilarious. She brings a little swag to the room. 
Chloe loves to laugh and have fun. Alex is very 
intentional and almost allows the room to take 
shape however it needs to, to accomplish the goals 
that we have. She's the compass, though. She's 
often the compass for us. They're incredible. They 
feed off each other really well. They make this 
brand better. Their life experiences, but certainly 
their perspective on what this brand should be, 
makes us better. They're not afraid to have those 
hard conversations. 

JS: What kind of things do you talk about when you 
get together  with the four of them? Is it the 
business going forward? Is it the business model? Is 
it how you want to evolve the brand? Is it about 
your key community? Probably all of the above. 

JR: It's all of the above to varying degrees of 
specificity. I like to use our time with them to get 
feedback. They're not in the business every single 
day, obviously they're full-time athletes, but when 
they're watching and consuming, what are they 
experiencing? What's resonating with them? What's 
also happening in their personal landscapes and 

lives and sports and teams and leagues that we 
need to be talking about? We update them of 
course, on the business. We'll ask questions of 
them too, about where they want this to go now. 
We will have a big level-set in March 2nd, 2020, 
which is our one year anniversary, where we talk 
about what the next year holds. 

For me, it's information gathering. Again, setting 
our compass continually and making sure that the 
brand ... The interesting challenge of building a 
brand like this one with these four incredible 
women is, it exists on its own unto itself, but it also 
is a reflection of them. However, this brand 
manifests in the world, that it is also something that 
resonates with them and makes them proud too, 
and is an honest reflection of them. There's a lot of 
layers to the build of this, which is why when we 
have the four of them together, it's essential to get 
that feedback and also understand what their 
ambitions are for this brand. 

JS: We're going to get back to TOGETHXR in a 
moment, but I want to come back to you. I was 
researching this podcast, looking at your content 
and also looking at your voice and your career. I 
listened to the 33voices Podcast, and I found it 
wonderful on so many levels. But I felt a connection 
with you, Jessica. I grew up in a small town and not 
many people leave my small town. I was the only 
family member in my large family who left. When I 
go home, people don't ask me about my job or 
what I do. They ask me about my family. I had an 
ambition when I was young to move to New York 
and to be a writer. I didn't fly on an airplane until I 
was 22. All this was in your podcast. I felt a great 
connection. I want you to reflect on that. You grew 
up in a small town in Kentucky, you're going home 
to see them soon. I would like you to reflect on how 
that has shaped you and where that ambition came 
from now. What is it about your upbringing that 
gave rise to that ambition and helped shape you as 
a person, a storyteller, a DEI champion, an 
entrepreneur? Could you please reflect on your 
background and how that plays into Jessica today? 

JR: It's a really big question. I don't know where my 
ambition came from. What I can say is, I knew very, 
very early on at a very young age that I did not want 
to stay where I was. I knew I wanted to leave. What I 

appreciate about my home and my family and my 
upbringing now, I didn't fully appreciate at the time. 
But I also think because of where I come 
from—which is a very simple place and we didn't 
have a lot of means—I function with a lot of 
grounding. I'm not greatly impressed by the coasts 
or other things that I think people aspire for: power 
and money. I don't have ambitions for any of those 
things. My ambitions have always been simple, 
which is to tell stories and create empathy in this 
world. As a person, as a trait, maybe it is because of 
my Southern family. I was taught to ask questions 
and be polite and listen, and be nice. Some of 
those things hurt women over time, which we can 
talk about. 

I was always an empath, who observed and who 
would imagine other people's worlds and 
experiences, and almost want to crawl inside them 
and then bring them out into the rest of the world. 
No one in my family works in media. No one's left. 
Again, a very simple place, very simple family. I 
remember when my family visited me in New York 
for the first time, they said I walked too fast, but the 
resounding sort of message of support was, “This is 
so impressive. Congratulations, I could never see 
myself here.” And the difference is, I could always 
see myself there. I don't know. I think I was sort of 
destined to leave. And then ultimately appreciate 
going home. 

JS: Who were your role models growing up? 

JR: Writers and musicians, probably, outside of my 
family. My mom's side of the family is quite large. 
She's one of six. The women in my family are loud 
and boisterous and funny and run the show. I had 
incredibly strong female role models in my 
personal life, but I looked to writers and musicians. 

Great female writers: Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, poets. A lot of female musicians. My 
formative years were right in the mid '90s, when girl 
power was a thing, Lilith Fair was a big festival. I saw 
myself reflected back in their own journeys. There 
were some female athletes and the first jersey I ever 
bought with my own money was a Lisa Leslie jersey. 
So I either was reading a Anne Sexton book or 
listening to Tori Amos, or Joni Mitchell, and always 
identified with the female voice. 

JS: You started at Rolling Stone. Then you moved 
on to a variety of positions. You were in content and 
media, AOL Music, at Viacom MTV, at the FADER, at 
The Players' Tribune, now TOGETHXR. I listen to 
you speak about your experience at Rolling Stone 
as your first job in New York. And it was quite a 
transition. What is the most stretching for you, 
which one of those moved you most outside your 
comfort zone? 

JR: Rolling Stone stretched me as a person 
because it was my first experience in media, out of 
college, moving to New York. I had incredible 
imposter syndrome because everyone around me 
came from an Ivy League school or their family 
worked in media. They had connections and I felt 
very outside of the club. I was stretching in my 
personal life more than I would say, professionally. 
Although, I was learning what it meant to work 
professionally for the first time.  

My instinct is to say MTV and The Players' Tribune 
for very different reasons. MTV, the role that I 
assumed there, was to build a taste-making music 
brand, to reach an audience that MTV either used 
to reach and doesn't reach anymore, or to reach a 
whole new audience that, let's say Pitchfork, or 
other influential music entities and brands were 
reaching. I knew a lot about how to build a brand, 
but this was the first time I had to build a team. I 
owned a P&L. I was in big conference rooms and I 
had to lead and answer every question. From a 
professional standpoint, that experience probably 
stretched me the most and was one of the most 
formative. I would say, The Players' Tribune was 
probably the perfect confluence of both of those. 
The Players' Tribune to me, became incredibly 
personal and was sort of the Venn diagram of all of 
my passions and my interests and my ambitions. 

It started as a hypothesis, which was, what would 
happen if you take the middle man—in this case, the 
relationship between journalists and athlete—and 
you fundamentally change the dynamic of those 
conversations? You put the recorder on, but you 
empower the athlete to take you where they want 
to go and tell you a story about their life that maybe 
no one's ever asked them about, or they've never 
told before. Ultimately, they get to touch and shape 
that with you. You go direct to source and you 
create alongside with them. What could you do 
with that? That was the big question we were trying 
to answer. It turned out that we can humanize an 
entire community of people. And dimensionalize, 
humanize is almost a reductive word. To 
dimensionalize these people and to see them, truly 
see them maybe for the time and relate to them. 

I got to do that work for almost five years at a scale 
that I don't think we could have imagined. There 
were a lot of incredible experiences and rooms and 
conversations that came from that time. As a 
storyteller, oftentimes at The Players’ Tribune I got 
to be the holding space for someone else's deeply 
personal experience. Sometimes that included 
trauma, sometimes it included celebration. In the 
case of Kobe Bryant, who we worked with many 
times over, being home for his retirement 
announcement. And when he came through New 
York, we popped bottles of champagne and 
toasted to his career. There were so many moments 
from that time that I was privileged and lucky 
enough to be a part of. 

JS: Let's go back to The Players' Tribune for a 
moment. You worked there for a long time. What 
did you learn there that has helped you get off to 
such a fast start at TOGETHXR? 

JR: Go where the silence is. The entire premise and 
the work at The Players' Tribune was to unlock and 
dimensionalize. There's no greater category of 
people in my mind, in my perspective, who move 
culture forward than women and specifically 
women athletes, and probably even more 
specifically Black women athletes. There is 
significant white space, if we want to talk about 
brands and business opportunities that exist here. 
There's no brand that brings sport and culture 
together for a female demographic in this way. But 

more importantly, the stories that we're telling and 
the women that we're telling them with, and also 
the women who were actually creating the stories 
on our team, for example. It's all women, mostly 
women of color, on our team.  

They haven't been centered ever, really. Most of 
them haven't. So for me, it was go where the silence 
is, listen and make it so good and so undeniable 
and so real and authentic that it resonates. I think 
great storytelling does two things at once. It taps 
into your IQ and your EQ at the same time. It makes 
you think, it changes your perspective. It creates an 
emotional response, any number of emotional 
responses, and ultimately creates empathy. And 
that was it. No one's here. Why haven't they been 
here? We should be here. 

JS: Has there been a storytelling mentor in your 
years since Rolling Stone?

JR: I've been privileged enough to have a few. One 
of my mentors was the editorial director at The 
Players’ Tribune. His name's Gary Hoenig and he is 
founder of ESPN: The Magazine. He spent years 
and years inside the shop, is one of the brilliant 
minds of our time. Over the course of five years, we 
talked a lot about experiences, questions, hard 
questions, people, therapy, constructs. We talked 
about everything and ultimately, that made the 
stories that we told better. One of his 
prompts—which I hold tight to now, even in my 
personal relationships—I tend to think about their 
life as if it were a movie. One of his prompts was to 
imagine someone's life as a movie. Think about 
great movies: There's a protagonist, there's a great 

supporting cast. There's always one supporting 
actor. Who is that person in that person's life? 
What's the most important scene? What is that 
soundtrack? Can you literally place me in the room? 
He made all of us better. 

JS: You're coming up on your one year anniversary 
in March. You're the chief content officer. How do 
you feel it's gone in the first year? Has the first year 
been everything you hoped it would be? How do 
you measure the impact you're making 
qualitatively, quantitatively? 

JR: I'm floored by year one. I was asked right 
before we launched the brand—which the launch 
was delayed because of COVID. I was asked about 
what I feared for the brand. There's any number of 
fears you have whenever you're launching a startup. 
My fear was—because for so long it's been 
reinforced—that no one will care. No one will care 
about these women. No one's going to consume 
these stories, despite knowing that wasn't true, but 
that was my big fear. Year one has proven that so 
many people care. So many people celebrate this 
brand. There are quantitative and qualitative 
measurements against that. We are the fastest 
growing sports brand on TikTok. We're number one 
in our competitive set, we have 1.4 million 
followers, which is pretty astounding in nine 
months. 

We've doubled, almost tripled our revenue target 
in just nine months, which for me, as a purpose and 
mission-driven brand to actually drive investment in 
this space to these women, fills me up. It's great for 
the business. It's a great proof of business, but it 
also fulfills a mission for us. I mentioned our 
community member getting a tattoo. It sounds sort 
of ridiculous to say, but we wanted to be an identity 
brand and people, largely women, are seeing 
themselves reflected. That resonance has been 
incredible. There's a lot of other ways that we're 
measuring success. We're sort of drinking from a 
fire hose, from brand partnerships, from platform 
partnerships, from development and other 
production companies, platforms, Netflix. Others 
that we're talking to about long-term development. 
We have a lot of exciting announcements  going to 
be made in 2022, but the outpouring of support 
and investment in business and community has 

been unlike anything I've experienced in my career. 

JS: How do you speak about your purpose inside 
your company and how do you know you are 
making progress toward your purpose? I know 
you're still very young, nine months old, but this is 
an issue so many of our listeners wrestle with. They 
want their company to be a purpose-driven 
company. They want to make sure it's sustainable 
and keeps going. How do you know you're making 
progress? 

JR: There's the big purpose for us and then there's 
a lot of many purposes beneath that purpose. We 
talk about it very similar to the way I'm talking about 
it with you now, which is, about seeing and 
centering and lived experiences and authenticity. 
Even the means of which stories come to life and 
how they're created. We talk about conversation 
and challenging questions and what our role is as a 
brand to make statements and have a perspective. 
There is no neutral anymore. We talk a lot about 
that and how that can manifest. We also talk about 
how that purpose changes for us. Certainly, as the 
team changes and grows and stretches, the 
business scales. 2021 was about launching a 
company and a brand that resonated. 

You can define resonance in a number of different 
ways. It was to create visibility and center stories 
that aren't traditionally centered. What we're talking 
about now as a team around purpose is, what does 
that mean in year two? Visibility for us isn't enough 
anymore. We're interested in investment and what 
that actually looks like. Visibility is one part of 
investment. There's so much more. It's a long way 
of saying, a lot of the language that we use and the 
values that we uphold that we dissect and we talk 
about, I talk about the same way that I talk about it 
with you. 

JS: How would you like to see brands get involved 
and what is your message to the CMOs who are 
listening? 

JR: “Where have you been?” There's a cycle that 
exists in women's sports. Well, first of all, we should 
acknowledge women's sports is sort of ground zero 
for every -ism. It's been said that women's sports is 
so far behind. And I say this very often: My opinion 

is women's sports and women athletes have been 
so far ahead that culture has had to catch up and 
we're starting to get there. I jokingly say, "Where 
have you been?" There is this cycle that exists in 
women's sports that's related specifically to brand 
partners, which is 100 percent of media coverage. 
It's well known, that stat: Only 4 percent of that 
goes towards women athletes. That's not even 
dissecting the quality of that coverage, the breadth 
of that coverage, the diversity of that coverage, the 
marketing and amplification of that coverage. That's 
just a number. 

If there's only 4 percent visibility for these 
incredible women, it's incredibly hard to grow the 
community, the fans, the viewership. To put bodies 
in seats, to sell tickets to these events. You're not 
growing that, the audience. Brands are hesitant to 
invest in this space because it's not worth their ROI. 
If they're not spending money, then media 
companies aren't going to cover because they're 
not going to get any ad revenue against it. There's a 
very vicious cycle and there's ways to break that 
cycle. TOGETHXR's first way to disrupt that cycle 
was to tell the stories. Invest and tell these stories. 

For brands, for CMOs, what I would say is: It takes 
conscious intentional investment in this space. It's 
not enough to say you support women. You actually 
need to invest in women. You need to be the 
decision-maker, because you can disrupt the cycle. 
It's also an incredibly profitable, growing category. 
Was it Deloitte that projected it'll be a billion dollar 
category in the next couple of years? It's worth the 
investment. Someone has to make that decision. 
And you're in the seat to make that decision. For 
me, I also think about who those decision-makers 
are. Literally who's in that seat? What do they look 
like? What has their experience been? We talk 
about -isms, of course, coming into play in this 
space. I think I would question who's in that seat 
and what role they play and then the power and 
privilege they have to afford opportunity to others. 

JS: Is there a partnership you could talk about 
today that you think is very progressive for you?

JR: We've been fortunate enough to work with 
incredible brands who are really investing in 
women. We did a four-part doc series with Alex 

Morgan that was presented by AT&T. We are in the 
middle of launching a four-part series in 
partnership with Porsche, which is all about 
celebration of ambition and dreams and 
achievement that brings together four incredible 
women in that series. We have a lot of exciting 
brand partnerships and announcements to make 
very soon. One of the ones I'm most excited about 
right now—because of the story, not just the 
partnership itself—is with Buick. They are an NCAA 
title sponsor. They came to us recognizing that the 
level of investment on the women's side around 
NCAA tournaments is not the same. It's hard to 
ignore that. 

Last year, shortly after we launched the inequities 
that the women's ... Now, we can call it March 
Madness, but the women's NCAA Basketball 
Tournament and the conditions those women were 
in versus their male counterparts was made very 
visible and we were vocal about it. We talked about 
it, we covered it quite a bit. One of the questions 
that came out of that is, "Okay, outside of the 
governing body, there's a responsibility now for 
those brand partners to show up differently and 
they can also ... " I'm going to say it. I'm too 
Southern polite. They're part of the problem. And 
they can fix part of the problem. 

Buick recognizes that and they want to invest more 
in the space and they want to rightsize the 
investment and the opportunity around these 
tournaments. They've come to us to activate around 
every major NCAA women's tournament that exists, 
including the women's basketball tournament, 
which now we can call March Madness and Final 
Four. I love this story of that partnership, and we'll 
do some great activations on the ground. I'm 
excited to get into experiential. I hate that it took 
making very visible inequity to drive that change, 
but I think that's necessary. I love that a brand 

partner like Buick wants to figure out how to be a 
part of the solution. 

JS: The CEO is a woman and the CMO is a woman  
coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally. 
You're a gifted storyteller. To the marketers who are 
listening, who have big budgets and are trying to 
be better storytellers, what's your advice to them? 

JR: Authenticity is everything—everything. It's not 
just something you say on a panel at a conference. 
It's not something you aspire to. People will know if 
the story is authentic or not. It's a touch. It's a feel. 
It's the conception of the story. It's who created it, 
who told that story? It has to be authentic. 
Authenticity, to me, comes from a lot of places, but 
most importantly, and I just said it, it's who 
conceived the story. Who's making that story, who 
are you trying to reach with that story? Do those 
people look like the people and have experiences 
of the people you're trying to reach? You can't 
manufacture that. To me, it's a bigger ambition, with 
those budgets and with that power, to create new 
pipelines of opportunity to consider. Like I said, 
who's in the room, consider who's not in the room. 
Shake things up. 

JS: What's your advice to CMOs on creating an 
organization that is stronger in diversity, equity and 
inclusion? Your company is founded on those 
principles. If you were to sit down with a CMO in a 
large company right now, what council would you 
give them? 

JR: Where is your talent coming from? What is your 
brand aspiring to be? Do the people inside that 
company reflect that brand, live that brand, are that 
brand? Who's considered when you're making 
decisions? I think a lot about leadership, effectively 
because I'm at the top of this company right now. 
But I also think about the privilege that I have as a 
leader. There's obvious privilege. I'm white, I'm 
blonde hair and blue eyes. I'm feminine presenting, 
I'm straight passing. I'm able-bodied. I'm college 
educated. There's a lot of privilege I have. With that 
comes power and what I've come to believe about 
power is for me, personally—and I would advise this 
to a CMO inside a large organization—power needs 
to be shared and given out to empower the other 
people around you. To acknowledge that I actually 

don't have all the answers. My job is to make a 
decision, but my power ultimately is only effective if 
I'm giving it away. And the brand should come first.

JS: Jessica, let's move to the final section of this 
wonderful chat, called the creative brief. My first 
question to you is, what's the first brand that you 
remember making an impact on you as a young girl 
in Kentucky? 

JR: Nike and Jordan brand, I guess more 
specifically. There wasn't a lot of access in Kentucky. 
I guess the other one would be MTV, because my 
television was on all the time. My mom was a single 
parent. My twin sister and I were in front of the TV a 
lot, alone a lot. The television was on either an NBA 
game—Michael Jordan was one of my heroes—or it 
was on MTV. It's funny, because to come full circle 
and to walk into and work for MTV later with 
ambitions to bring back music legacy, which is 
something that I grew up with knowing them for, 
was a pretty special moment for me.  

JS: A lighter question. What makes Sue Bird so 
funny? 

JR: Man, she's born with it. It's not even just how 
funny she is. It's how quick she is. It's her wit, she's 
so witty. She does not miss a beat. I said at the top 
of this conversation, there are people you can 
describe and then there are people you have to  
experience. Sue Bird is an experience. She's also 
just a deeply good human. I will say this, Sue on her 
own is hilarious and a riot and a great time. Sue Bird 
with Diana Taurasi, is a whole other level. They need 
a show. They really do. 

JS: Well. That's up to you. 

JR: Yep. 

JS: Jessica, thank you for this honest, authentic and 
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very inspiring discussion. Thank you for your 
generosity. 

JR: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it.  

JS: That was my conversation with Jessica 
Robertson. Three takeaways for your business, 
brand and life. 

First one: Women's sports is wide open for brands 
to get involved. Women's sports is growing. 
Women athletes are amazing people. This is an area 
for those brands listening and those people with 
brand budgets—you need to get involved, learn 
more about this. This is the right place to be for 
many, many brands.

Second takeaway: Authenticity is the key to great 
storytelling. Jessica is one of the world's great 
storytellers. She's told stories of some of the most 
amazing people on our planet. When I asked her 
the key to storytelling, she said very simply, 
authenticity. 

Third takeaway: What's the key to building a 
company that's grounded on DE&I? Empathy. 
Jessica's advice to CMOs who are trying to make 
progress on DE&I in their organization is to start 
with empathy.



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast, DE&I Mini-Series is Jessica 
Robertson, the chief content officer at TOGETHXR. 
TOGETHXR is a brand new media and commerce 
company with the mission to feature a diverse and 
inclusive community of game changers, culture 
shapers, thought leaders and barrier breakers.
  
The founders of TOGETHXR are four world-class 
athletes, all Olympic gold medalists: Alex Morgan, 
Chloe Kim, Sue Bird and Simone Manuel. Before 
joining TOGETHXR, Jessica was the head of content 
for The Players' Tribune, another publisher owned 
by world-class athletes. She has also held positions 
at The FADER, MTV, Rolling Stone and AOL Music. 
In this conversation, we'll talk about TOGETHXR's 
objective to disrupt the inequitable pattern in 
sports and media. Only about 4 percent of sports 
coverage is women's sports. We'll also talk about 
the impact storytelling has on DE&I and what 
marketers and executives can learn from great 
storytelling. This is my compelling conversation with 
Jessica Robertson. 

Jessica, welcome to The CMO Podcast. I have to tell 
you, in prepping for this great chat we're going to 
have, my wife and I started watching your video 
content on your site, on TOGETHXR's site. And we, 
frankly, could not stop. We watched the Jalaiah 
story. We watched Mia Brady. We watched the 
surfer girls. It is just so good. My wife, who's 
probably a bit older than your target audience, she 
just said to me, "This is so inspiring. I can only 
imagine what it's doing for young girls." 

I want you to start there. What is it about this very 
young company that is producing work that is so 
good and compelling? 

JESSICA ROBERTSON: First I would say, that's very 
validating. Thank you. We wanted TOGETHXR to be 
a see-it, be-it brand. It was imperative for us to have 
an entire generation of young girls see themselves 
reflected back in the stories that we tell, possibly for 
the first time ever. So everything, every story that 
we produce, every series we make is done with that 
intention. I love that you used the word “inspiring” 
because when we were building the brand, as you 
do, we had a blank wall and we're putting words on 
this wall of what we want this brand to be, who this 

brand is for. We were debating, do we even use the 
word athlete or not? Are we saying specifically for 
women or not? We came down to traits and 
“inspiring” was one of the first words we wrote 
down. It has to move people. That's what we aim to 
do in part with every story we tell. 

JS: What was your origin story with this brand? 
What brought you and these four amazing women 
together? 

JR: It starts with Alex Morgan. She, coming off the 
World Cup win in 2019, did as all athletes at her 
level—which is to say one of the greatest athletes in 
the world, I don't have to say female or woman in 
front of that and that's true—was assessing her 
career and the landscape that she exists in, what 
was available to her coming up, what wasn't 
available to her coming up. She would call it legacy. 
That's a word she uses. I think coming off of that 
win, she's on the back nine of her career now. She 
wanted to leave something bigger than medals, or 
trophies, or whatever in the case. She wanted to 
create something that didn't exist for her. She's 
been on the forefront of the fight for quality and 
equity in her sport, certainly for women in sports at 
large. 

She was looking next to the women she plays with 
and against every single day and what their 
journeys have been or haven't been. She also knew 
that she wanted to become a mom. And it so 
happens that she welcomed a daughter into the 
world in the last year plus. Then she thought about 
what exists for her daughter or her eventual 
daughter, and she wanted to create a brand that 
sees these young women for who they are, 
celebrates them and tells their stories—because it 
doesn't exist and it didn't exist for her.

She was very intentional about making sure this was 
propelled by diverse perspectives and experiences. 
She also, coming from a team sport, believes in the 
power of a collective. So she wanted to do this in 
partnership with other incredibly powerful women, 
who like I said, their experiences, lived experiences, 
are very different from hers. That's where Sue Bird, 
Simone Manuel and Chloe Kim join the picture. I 
joke often that the four of them are our Avengers. 
They're this incredible powerful collective, who on 

their own individually are so accomplished. Four of 
the greatest athletes of all time. But Alex had a 
shared mission to leave the sport and to leave 
culture better than when they were coming 
through. 

It starts with Alex. We brought in incredible women 
to complement and to build alongside her. Then 
from there, the brand work really started. That's 
where we debated for a long time. What is the 
voice of this brand? How does this brand manifest? 
I mentioned we were conceptualizing this in 2019. 
The world changed pretty radically throughout the 
build of this brand, which greatly impacted the 
voice of this brand and its manifestation. I think in 
the short year we've been live, almost a year now, 
we've seen incredible growth, incredible 
investment and response to the brand.  

The community we've built is incredibly passionate 
about this brand and has expectations for our 
brand, which is really interesting to see. We got our 
first tattoo—a community member of ours tattooed 
our logo on her arm because she felt like it was 
hers. It's a place where she belonged and didn't 
have that before. And it's been really incredible. 
Really, really incredible. 

JS: Did you reach out to Alex? How was the 
connection made? 

JR: I've known Alex and her team for quite some 
time through my work at The Players' Tribune. A lot 
of my personal work at The Players' Tribune was 
heavily focused on women athletes. So I have a lot 
of relationships and connections there. I got a call 
from her agent, a sort of exploratory, saying, "Hey, 
we're thinking about doing ... There's 
UNINTERRUPTED, there's The Players' Tribune. Alex 
is thinking about doing some version of that 
herself. What do you think?" It was, honestly, a 
series of conversations probably for the course of a 
year, before we actually started to implement real 
planning. Where does the investment come from? 
Where does it live? Is it incubated inside a larger 
shop? Is it something that we go and we fundraise 
and we launch independent? What do we call it? Is 
it the Alex Morgan Company? All the true sort of 
business and brand work that needed to be done. 
But it was, I would say, early 2019. Those 

conversations were happening in earnest.  

JS: I'm at the end of watching the Beatles 
documentary by Peter Jackson. I'm just loving it 
because it's about the creative process. It's about 
chemistry among creative people and geniuses. 
Could you talk a bit about what the chemistry is 
with these four women when they're in the room 
together? 

JR: I can't believe I get to be in the room with them 
so often. There  are people that you can describe 
and then there are people that you experience. The 
four of them together is a real experience, and they 
all have different approaches and different voices 
and different perspectives and different 
personalities and different types of expressions. 
The first word that comes to mind when the four of 
them are together is, presence. The temperature 
changes in the room. You can feel it. Simone has 
this quiet fierceness, but as soon as she smiles, 
again, the temperature in the room changes. It's so 
warm and inviting and beautiful. And she is so 
strong. 

Sue is hilarious. She brings a little swag to the room. 
Chloe loves to laugh and have fun. Alex is very 
intentional and almost allows the room to take 
shape however it needs to, to accomplish the goals 
that we have. She's the compass, though. She's 
often the compass for us. They're incredible. They 
feed off each other really well. They make this 
brand better. Their life experiences, but certainly 
their perspective on what this brand should be, 
makes us better. They're not afraid to have those 
hard conversations. 

JS: What kind of things do you talk about when you 
get together  with the four of them? Is it the 
business going forward? Is it the business model? Is 
it how you want to evolve the brand? Is it about 
your key community? Probably all of the above. 

JR: It's all of the above to varying degrees of 
specificity. I like to use our time with them to get 
feedback. They're not in the business every single 
day, obviously they're full-time athletes, but when 
they're watching and consuming, what are they 
experiencing? What's resonating with them? What's 
also happening in their personal landscapes and 

lives and sports and teams and leagues that we 
need to be talking about? We update them of 
course, on the business. We'll ask questions of 
them too, about where they want this to go now. 
We will have a big level-set in March 2nd, 2020, 
which is our one year anniversary, where we talk 
about what the next year holds. 

For me, it's information gathering. Again, setting 
our compass continually and making sure that the 
brand ... The interesting challenge of building a 
brand like this one with these four incredible 
women is, it exists on its own unto itself, but it also 
is a reflection of them. However, this brand 
manifests in the world, that it is also something that 
resonates with them and makes them proud too, 
and is an honest reflection of them. There's a lot of 
layers to the build of this, which is why when we 
have the four of them together, it's essential to get 
that feedback and also understand what their 
ambitions are for this brand. 

JS: We're going to get back to TOGETHXR in a 
moment, but I want to come back to you. I was 
researching this podcast, looking at your content 
and also looking at your voice and your career. I 
listened to the 33voices Podcast, and I found it 
wonderful on so many levels. But I felt a connection 
with you, Jessica. I grew up in a small town and not 
many people leave my small town. I was the only 
family member in my large family who left. When I 
go home, people don't ask me about my job or 
what I do. They ask me about my family. I had an 
ambition when I was young to move to New York 
and to be a writer. I didn't fly on an airplane until I 
was 22. All this was in your podcast. I felt a great 
connection. I want you to reflect on that. You grew 
up in a small town in Kentucky, you're going home 
to see them soon. I would like you to reflect on how 
that has shaped you and where that ambition came 
from now. What is it about your upbringing that 
gave rise to that ambition and helped shape you as 
a person, a storyteller, a DEI champion, an 
entrepreneur? Could you please reflect on your 
background and how that plays into Jessica today? 

JR: It's a really big question. I don't know where my 
ambition came from. What I can say is, I knew very, 
very early on at a very young age that I did not want 
to stay where I was. I knew I wanted to leave. What I 

appreciate about my home and my family and my 
upbringing now, I didn't fully appreciate at the time. 
But I also think because of where I come 
from—which is a very simple place and we didn't 
have a lot of means—I function with a lot of 
grounding. I'm not greatly impressed by the coasts 
or other things that I think people aspire for: power 
and money. I don't have ambitions for any of those 
things. My ambitions have always been simple, 
which is to tell stories and create empathy in this 
world. As a person, as a trait, maybe it is because of 
my Southern family. I was taught to ask questions 
and be polite and listen, and be nice. Some of 
those things hurt women over time, which we can 
talk about. 

I was always an empath, who observed and who 
would imagine other people's worlds and 
experiences, and almost want to crawl inside them 
and then bring them out into the rest of the world. 
No one in my family works in media. No one's left. 
Again, a very simple place, very simple family. I 
remember when my family visited me in New York 
for the first time, they said I walked too fast, but the 
resounding sort of message of support was, “This is 
so impressive. Congratulations, I could never see 
myself here.” And the difference is, I could always 
see myself there. I don't know. I think I was sort of 
destined to leave. And then ultimately appreciate 
going home. 

JS: Who were your role models growing up? 

JR: Writers and musicians, probably, outside of my 
family. My mom's side of the family is quite large. 
She's one of six. The women in my family are loud 
and boisterous and funny and run the show. I had 
incredibly strong female role models in my 
personal life, but I looked to writers and musicians. 

Great female writers: Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, poets. A lot of female musicians. My 
formative years were right in the mid '90s, when girl 
power was a thing, Lilith Fair was a big festival. I saw 
myself reflected back in their own journeys. There 
were some female athletes and the first jersey I ever 
bought with my own money was a Lisa Leslie jersey. 
So I either was reading a Anne Sexton book or 
listening to Tori Amos, or Joni Mitchell, and always 
identified with the female voice. 

JS: You started at Rolling Stone. Then you moved 
on to a variety of positions. You were in content and 
media, AOL Music, at Viacom MTV, at the FADER, at 
The Players' Tribune, now TOGETHXR. I listen to 
you speak about your experience at Rolling Stone 
as your first job in New York. And it was quite a 
transition. What is the most stretching for you, 
which one of those moved you most outside your 
comfort zone? 

JR: Rolling Stone stretched me as a person 
because it was my first experience in media, out of 
college, moving to New York. I had incredible 
imposter syndrome because everyone around me 
came from an Ivy League school or their family 
worked in media. They had connections and I felt 
very outside of the club. I was stretching in my 
personal life more than I would say, professionally. 
Although, I was learning what it meant to work 
professionally for the first time.  

My instinct is to say MTV and The Players' Tribune 
for very different reasons. MTV, the role that I 
assumed there, was to build a taste-making music 
brand, to reach an audience that MTV either used 
to reach and doesn't reach anymore, or to reach a 
whole new audience that, let's say Pitchfork, or 
other influential music entities and brands were 
reaching. I knew a lot about how to build a brand, 
but this was the first time I had to build a team. I 
owned a P&L. I was in big conference rooms and I 
had to lead and answer every question. From a 
professional standpoint, that experience probably 
stretched me the most and was one of the most 
formative. I would say, The Players' Tribune was 
probably the perfect confluence of both of those. 
The Players' Tribune to me, became incredibly 
personal and was sort of the Venn diagram of all of 
my passions and my interests and my ambitions. 

It started as a hypothesis, which was, what would 
happen if you take the middle man—in this case, the 
relationship between journalists and athlete—and 
you fundamentally change the dynamic of those 
conversations? You put the recorder on, but you 
empower the athlete to take you where they want 
to go and tell you a story about their life that maybe 
no one's ever asked them about, or they've never 
told before. Ultimately, they get to touch and shape 
that with you. You go direct to source and you 
create alongside with them. What could you do 
with that? That was the big question we were trying 
to answer. It turned out that we can humanize an 
entire community of people. And dimensionalize, 
humanize is almost a reductive word. To 
dimensionalize these people and to see them, truly 
see them maybe for the time and relate to them. 

I got to do that work for almost five years at a scale 
that I don't think we could have imagined. There 
were a lot of incredible experiences and rooms and 
conversations that came from that time. As a 
storyteller, oftentimes at The Players’ Tribune I got 
to be the holding space for someone else's deeply 
personal experience. Sometimes that included 
trauma, sometimes it included celebration. In the 
case of Kobe Bryant, who we worked with many 
times over, being home for his retirement 
announcement. And when he came through New 
York, we popped bottles of champagne and 
toasted to his career. There were so many moments 
from that time that I was privileged and lucky 
enough to be a part of. 

JS: Let's go back to The Players' Tribune for a 
moment. You worked there for a long time. What 
did you learn there that has helped you get off to 
such a fast start at TOGETHXR? 

JR: Go where the silence is. The entire premise and 
the work at The Players' Tribune was to unlock and 
dimensionalize. There's no greater category of 
people in my mind, in my perspective, who move 
culture forward than women and specifically 
women athletes, and probably even more 
specifically Black women athletes. There is 
significant white space, if we want to talk about 
brands and business opportunities that exist here. 
There's no brand that brings sport and culture 
together for a female demographic in this way. But 

more importantly, the stories that we're telling and 
the women that we're telling them with, and also 
the women who were actually creating the stories 
on our team, for example. It's all women, mostly 
women of color, on our team.  

They haven't been centered ever, really. Most of 
them haven't. So for me, it was go where the silence 
is, listen and make it so good and so undeniable 
and so real and authentic that it resonates. I think 
great storytelling does two things at once. It taps 
into your IQ and your EQ at the same time. It makes 
you think, it changes your perspective. It creates an 
emotional response, any number of emotional 
responses, and ultimately creates empathy. And 
that was it. No one's here. Why haven't they been 
here? We should be here. 

JS: Has there been a storytelling mentor in your 
years since Rolling Stone?

JR: I've been privileged enough to have a few. One 
of my mentors was the editorial director at The 
Players’ Tribune. His name's Gary Hoenig and he is 
founder of ESPN: The Magazine. He spent years 
and years inside the shop, is one of the brilliant 
minds of our time. Over the course of five years, we 
talked a lot about experiences, questions, hard 
questions, people, therapy, constructs. We talked 
about everything and ultimately, that made the 
stories that we told better. One of his 
prompts—which I hold tight to now, even in my 
personal relationships—I tend to think about their 
life as if it were a movie. One of his prompts was to 
imagine someone's life as a movie. Think about 
great movies: There's a protagonist, there's a great 

supporting cast. There's always one supporting 
actor. Who is that person in that person's life? 
What's the most important scene? What is that 
soundtrack? Can you literally place me in the room? 
He made all of us better. 

JS: You're coming up on your one year anniversary 
in March. You're the chief content officer. How do 
you feel it's gone in the first year? Has the first year 
been everything you hoped it would be? How do 
you measure the impact you're making 
qualitatively, quantitatively? 

JR: I'm floored by year one. I was asked right 
before we launched the brand—which the launch 
was delayed because of COVID. I was asked about 
what I feared for the brand. There's any number of 
fears you have whenever you're launching a startup. 
My fear was—because for so long it's been 
reinforced—that no one will care. No one will care 
about these women. No one's going to consume 
these stories, despite knowing that wasn't true, but 
that was my big fear. Year one has proven that so 
many people care. So many people celebrate this 
brand. There are quantitative and qualitative 
measurements against that. We are the fastest 
growing sports brand on TikTok. We're number one 
in our competitive set, we have 1.4 million 
followers, which is pretty astounding in nine 
months. 

We've doubled, almost tripled our revenue target 
in just nine months, which for me, as a purpose and 
mission-driven brand to actually drive investment in 
this space to these women, fills me up. It's great for 
the business. It's a great proof of business, but it 
also fulfills a mission for us. I mentioned our 
community member getting a tattoo. It sounds sort 
of ridiculous to say, but we wanted to be an identity 
brand and people, largely women, are seeing 
themselves reflected. That resonance has been 
incredible. There's a lot of other ways that we're 
measuring success. We're sort of drinking from a 
fire hose, from brand partnerships, from platform 
partnerships, from development and other 
production companies, platforms, Netflix. Others 
that we're talking to about long-term development. 
We have a lot of exciting announcements  going to 
be made in 2022, but the outpouring of support 
and investment in business and community has 

been unlike anything I've experienced in my career. 

JS: How do you speak about your purpose inside 
your company and how do you know you are 
making progress toward your purpose? I know 
you're still very young, nine months old, but this is 
an issue so many of our listeners wrestle with. They 
want their company to be a purpose-driven 
company. They want to make sure it's sustainable 
and keeps going. How do you know you're making 
progress? 

JR: There's the big purpose for us and then there's 
a lot of many purposes beneath that purpose. We 
talk about it very similar to the way I'm talking about 
it with you now, which is, about seeing and 
centering and lived experiences and authenticity. 
Even the means of which stories come to life and 
how they're created. We talk about conversation 
and challenging questions and what our role is as a 
brand to make statements and have a perspective. 
There is no neutral anymore. We talk a lot about 
that and how that can manifest. We also talk about 
how that purpose changes for us. Certainly, as the 
team changes and grows and stretches, the 
business scales. 2021 was about launching a 
company and a brand that resonated. 

You can define resonance in a number of different 
ways. It was to create visibility and center stories 
that aren't traditionally centered. What we're talking 
about now as a team around purpose is, what does 
that mean in year two? Visibility for us isn't enough 
anymore. We're interested in investment and what 
that actually looks like. Visibility is one part of 
investment. There's so much more. It's a long way 
of saying, a lot of the language that we use and the 
values that we uphold that we dissect and we talk 
about, I talk about the same way that I talk about it 
with you. 

JS: How would you like to see brands get involved 
and what is your message to the CMOs who are 
listening? 

JR: “Where have you been?” There's a cycle that 
exists in women's sports. Well, first of all, we should 
acknowledge women's sports is sort of ground zero 
for every -ism. It's been said that women's sports is 
so far behind. And I say this very often: My opinion 

is women's sports and women athletes have been 
so far ahead that culture has had to catch up and 
we're starting to get there. I jokingly say, "Where 
have you been?" There is this cycle that exists in 
women's sports that's related specifically to brand 
partners, which is 100 percent of media coverage. 
It's well known, that stat: Only 4 percent of that 
goes towards women athletes. That's not even 
dissecting the quality of that coverage, the breadth 
of that coverage, the diversity of that coverage, the 
marketing and amplification of that coverage. That's 
just a number. 

If there's only 4 percent visibility for these 
incredible women, it's incredibly hard to grow the 
community, the fans, the viewership. To put bodies 
in seats, to sell tickets to these events. You're not 
growing that, the audience. Brands are hesitant to 
invest in this space because it's not worth their ROI. 
If they're not spending money, then media 
companies aren't going to cover because they're 
not going to get any ad revenue against it. There's a 
very vicious cycle and there's ways to break that 
cycle. TOGETHXR's first way to disrupt that cycle 
was to tell the stories. Invest and tell these stories. 

For brands, for CMOs, what I would say is: It takes 
conscious intentional investment in this space. It's 
not enough to say you support women. You actually 
need to invest in women. You need to be the 
decision-maker, because you can disrupt the cycle. 
It's also an incredibly profitable, growing category. 
Was it Deloitte that projected it'll be a billion dollar 
category in the next couple of years? It's worth the 
investment. Someone has to make that decision. 
And you're in the seat to make that decision. For 
me, I also think about who those decision-makers 
are. Literally who's in that seat? What do they look 
like? What has their experience been? We talk 
about -isms, of course, coming into play in this 
space. I think I would question who's in that seat 
and what role they play and then the power and 
privilege they have to afford opportunity to others. 

JS: Is there a partnership you could talk about 
today that you think is very progressive for you?

JR: We've been fortunate enough to work with 
incredible brands who are really investing in 
women. We did a four-part doc series with Alex 

Morgan that was presented by AT&T. We are in the 
middle of launching a four-part series in 
partnership with Porsche, which is all about 
celebration of ambition and dreams and 
achievement that brings together four incredible 
women in that series. We have a lot of exciting 
brand partnerships and announcements to make 
very soon. One of the ones I'm most excited about 
right now—because of the story, not just the 
partnership itself—is with Buick. They are an NCAA 
title sponsor. They came to us recognizing that the 
level of investment on the women's side around 
NCAA tournaments is not the same. It's hard to 
ignore that. 

Last year, shortly after we launched the inequities 
that the women's ... Now, we can call it March 
Madness, but the women's NCAA Basketball 
Tournament and the conditions those women were 
in versus their male counterparts was made very 
visible and we were vocal about it. We talked about 
it, we covered it quite a bit. One of the questions 
that came out of that is, "Okay, outside of the 
governing body, there's a responsibility now for 
those brand partners to show up differently and 
they can also ... " I'm going to say it. I'm too 
Southern polite. They're part of the problem. And 
they can fix part of the problem. 

Buick recognizes that and they want to invest more 
in the space and they want to rightsize the 
investment and the opportunity around these 
tournaments. They've come to us to activate around 
every major NCAA women's tournament that exists, 
including the women's basketball tournament, 
which now we can call March Madness and Final 
Four. I love this story of that partnership, and we'll 
do some great activations on the ground. I'm 
excited to get into experiential. I hate that it took 
making very visible inequity to drive that change, 
but I think that's necessary. I love that a brand 

partner like Buick wants to figure out how to be a 
part of the solution. 

JS: The CEO is a woman and the CMO is a woman  
coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally. 
You're a gifted storyteller. To the marketers who are 
listening, who have big budgets and are trying to 
be better storytellers, what's your advice to them? 

JR: Authenticity is everything—everything. It's not 
just something you say on a panel at a conference. 
It's not something you aspire to. People will know if 
the story is authentic or not. It's a touch. It's a feel. 
It's the conception of the story. It's who created it, 
who told that story? It has to be authentic. 
Authenticity, to me, comes from a lot of places, but 
most importantly, and I just said it, it's who 
conceived the story. Who's making that story, who 
are you trying to reach with that story? Do those 
people look like the people and have experiences 
of the people you're trying to reach? You can't 
manufacture that. To me, it's a bigger ambition, with 
those budgets and with that power, to create new 
pipelines of opportunity to consider. Like I said, 
who's in the room, consider who's not in the room. 
Shake things up. 

JS: What's your advice to CMOs on creating an 
organization that is stronger in diversity, equity and 
inclusion? Your company is founded on those 
principles. If you were to sit down with a CMO in a 
large company right now, what council would you 
give them? 

JR: Where is your talent coming from? What is your 
brand aspiring to be? Do the people inside that 
company reflect that brand, live that brand, are that 
brand? Who's considered when you're making 
decisions? I think a lot about leadership, effectively 
because I'm at the top of this company right now. 
But I also think about the privilege that I have as a 
leader. There's obvious privilege. I'm white, I'm 
blonde hair and blue eyes. I'm feminine presenting, 
I'm straight passing. I'm able-bodied. I'm college 
educated. There's a lot of privilege I have. With that 
comes power and what I've come to believe about 
power is for me, personally—and I would advise this 
to a CMO inside a large organization—power needs 
to be shared and given out to empower the other 
people around you. To acknowledge that I actually 

don't have all the answers. My job is to make a 
decision, but my power ultimately is only effective if 
I'm giving it away. And the brand should come first.

JS: Jessica, let's move to the final section of this 
wonderful chat, called the creative brief. My first 
question to you is, what's the first brand that you 
remember making an impact on you as a young girl 
in Kentucky? 

JR: Nike and Jordan brand, I guess more 
specifically. There wasn't a lot of access in Kentucky. 
I guess the other one would be MTV, because my 
television was on all the time. My mom was a single 
parent. My twin sister and I were in front of the TV a 
lot, alone a lot. The television was on either an NBA 
game—Michael Jordan was one of my heroes—or it 
was on MTV. It's funny, because to come full circle 
and to walk into and work for MTV later with 
ambitions to bring back music legacy, which is 
something that I grew up with knowing them for, 
was a pretty special moment for me.  

JS: A lighter question. What makes Sue Bird so 
funny? 

JR: Man, she's born with it. It's not even just how 
funny she is. It's how quick she is. It's her wit, she's 
so witty. She does not miss a beat. I said at the top 
of this conversation, there are people you can 
describe and then there are people you have to  
experience. Sue Bird is an experience. She's also 
just a deeply good human. I will say this, Sue on her 
own is hilarious and a riot and a great time. Sue Bird 
with Diana Taurasi, is a whole other level. They need 
a show. They really do. 

JS: Well. That's up to you. 

JR: Yep. 

JS: Jessica, thank you for this honest, authentic and 
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"IT'S NOT ENOUGH TO SAY 
YOU SUPPORT WOMEN. 
YOU ACTUALLY NEED TO 
INVEST IN WOMEN."

very inspiring discussion. Thank you for your 
generosity. 

JR: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it.  

JS: That was my conversation with Jessica 
Robertson. Three takeaways for your business, 
brand and life. 

First one: Women's sports is wide open for brands 
to get involved. Women's sports is growing. 
Women athletes are amazing people. This is an area 
for those brands listening and those people with 
brand budgets—you need to get involved, learn 
more about this. This is the right place to be for 
many, many brands.

Second takeaway: Authenticity is the key to great 
storytelling. Jessica is one of the world's great 
storytellers. She's told stories of some of the most 
amazing people on our planet. When I asked her 
the key to storytelling, she said very simply, 
authenticity. 

Third takeaway: What's the key to building a 
company that's grounded on DE&I? Empathy. 
Jessica's advice to CMOs who are trying to make 
progress on DE&I in their organization is to start 
with empathy.



JIM STENGEL: My guest on this episode of The 
CMO Podcast, DE&I Mini-Series is Jessica 
Robertson, the chief content officer at TOGETHXR. 
TOGETHXR is a brand new media and commerce 
company with the mission to feature a diverse and 
inclusive community of game changers, culture 
shapers, thought leaders and barrier breakers.
  
The founders of TOGETHXR are four world-class 
athletes, all Olympic gold medalists: Alex Morgan, 
Chloe Kim, Sue Bird and Simone Manuel. Before 
joining TOGETHXR, Jessica was the head of content 
for The Players' Tribune, another publisher owned 
by world-class athletes. She has also held positions 
at The FADER, MTV, Rolling Stone and AOL Music. 
In this conversation, we'll talk about TOGETHXR's 
objective to disrupt the inequitable pattern in 
sports and media. Only about 4 percent of sports 
coverage is women's sports. We'll also talk about 
the impact storytelling has on DE&I and what 
marketers and executives can learn from great 
storytelling. This is my compelling conversation with 
Jessica Robertson. 

Jessica, welcome to The CMO Podcast. I have to tell 
you, in prepping for this great chat we're going to 
have, my wife and I started watching your video 
content on your site, on TOGETHXR's site. And we, 
frankly, could not stop. We watched the Jalaiah 
story. We watched Mia Brady. We watched the 
surfer girls. It is just so good. My wife, who's 
probably a bit older than your target audience, she 
just said to me, "This is so inspiring. I can only 
imagine what it's doing for young girls." 

I want you to start there. What is it about this very 
young company that is producing work that is so 
good and compelling? 

JESSICA ROBERTSON: First I would say, that's very 
validating. Thank you. We wanted TOGETHXR to be 
a see-it, be-it brand. It was imperative for us to have 
an entire generation of young girls see themselves 
reflected back in the stories that we tell, possibly for 
the first time ever. So everything, every story that 
we produce, every series we make is done with that 
intention. I love that you used the word “inspiring” 
because when we were building the brand, as you 
do, we had a blank wall and we're putting words on 
this wall of what we want this brand to be, who this 

brand is for. We were debating, do we even use the 
word athlete or not? Are we saying specifically for 
women or not? We came down to traits and 
“inspiring” was one of the first words we wrote 
down. It has to move people. That's what we aim to 
do in part with every story we tell. 

JS: What was your origin story with this brand? 
What brought you and these four amazing women 
together? 

JR: It starts with Alex Morgan. She, coming off the 
World Cup win in 2019, did as all athletes at her 
level—which is to say one of the greatest athletes in 
the world, I don't have to say female or woman in 
front of that and that's true—was assessing her 
career and the landscape that she exists in, what 
was available to her coming up, what wasn't 
available to her coming up. She would call it legacy. 
That's a word she uses. I think coming off of that 
win, she's on the back nine of her career now. She 
wanted to leave something bigger than medals, or 
trophies, or whatever in the case. She wanted to 
create something that didn't exist for her. She's 
been on the forefront of the fight for quality and 
equity in her sport, certainly for women in sports at 
large. 

She was looking next to the women she plays with 
and against every single day and what their 
journeys have been or haven't been. She also knew 
that she wanted to become a mom. And it so 
happens that she welcomed a daughter into the 
world in the last year plus. Then she thought about 
what exists for her daughter or her eventual 
daughter, and she wanted to create a brand that 
sees these young women for who they are, 
celebrates them and tells their stories—because it 
doesn't exist and it didn't exist for her.

She was very intentional about making sure this was 
propelled by diverse perspectives and experiences. 
She also, coming from a team sport, believes in the 
power of a collective. So she wanted to do this in 
partnership with other incredibly powerful women, 
who like I said, their experiences, lived experiences, 
are very different from hers. That's where Sue Bird, 
Simone Manuel and Chloe Kim join the picture. I 
joke often that the four of them are our Avengers. 
They're this incredible powerful collective, who on 

their own individually are so accomplished. Four of 
the greatest athletes of all time. But Alex had a 
shared mission to leave the sport and to leave 
culture better than when they were coming 
through. 

It starts with Alex. We brought in incredible women 
to complement and to build alongside her. Then 
from there, the brand work really started. That's 
where we debated for a long time. What is the 
voice of this brand? How does this brand manifest? 
I mentioned we were conceptualizing this in 2019. 
The world changed pretty radically throughout the 
build of this brand, which greatly impacted the 
voice of this brand and its manifestation. I think in 
the short year we've been live, almost a year now, 
we've seen incredible growth, incredible 
investment and response to the brand.  

The community we've built is incredibly passionate 
about this brand and has expectations for our 
brand, which is really interesting to see. We got our 
first tattoo—a community member of ours tattooed 
our logo on her arm because she felt like it was 
hers. It's a place where she belonged and didn't 
have that before. And it's been really incredible. 
Really, really incredible. 

JS: Did you reach out to Alex? How was the 
connection made? 

JR: I've known Alex and her team for quite some 
time through my work at The Players' Tribune. A lot 
of my personal work at The Players' Tribune was 
heavily focused on women athletes. So I have a lot 
of relationships and connections there. I got a call 
from her agent, a sort of exploratory, saying, "Hey, 
we're thinking about doing ... There's 
UNINTERRUPTED, there's The Players' Tribune. Alex 
is thinking about doing some version of that 
herself. What do you think?" It was, honestly, a 
series of conversations probably for the course of a 
year, before we actually started to implement real 
planning. Where does the investment come from? 
Where does it live? Is it incubated inside a larger 
shop? Is it something that we go and we fundraise 
and we launch independent? What do we call it? Is 
it the Alex Morgan Company? All the true sort of 
business and brand work that needed to be done. 
But it was, I would say, early 2019. Those 

conversations were happening in earnest.  

JS: I'm at the end of watching the Beatles 
documentary by Peter Jackson. I'm just loving it 
because it's about the creative process. It's about 
chemistry among creative people and geniuses. 
Could you talk a bit about what the chemistry is 
with these four women when they're in the room 
together? 

JR: I can't believe I get to be in the room with them 
so often. There  are people that you can describe 
and then there are people that you experience. The 
four of them together is a real experience, and they 
all have different approaches and different voices 
and different perspectives and different 
personalities and different types of expressions. 
The first word that comes to mind when the four of 
them are together is, presence. The temperature 
changes in the room. You can feel it. Simone has 
this quiet fierceness, but as soon as she smiles, 
again, the temperature in the room changes. It's so 
warm and inviting and beautiful. And she is so 
strong. 

Sue is hilarious. She brings a little swag to the room. 
Chloe loves to laugh and have fun. Alex is very 
intentional and almost allows the room to take 
shape however it needs to, to accomplish the goals 
that we have. She's the compass, though. She's 
often the compass for us. They're incredible. They 
feed off each other really well. They make this 
brand better. Their life experiences, but certainly 
their perspective on what this brand should be, 
makes us better. They're not afraid to have those 
hard conversations. 

JS: What kind of things do you talk about when you 
get together  with the four of them? Is it the 
business going forward? Is it the business model? Is 
it how you want to evolve the brand? Is it about 
your key community? Probably all of the above. 

JR: It's all of the above to varying degrees of 
specificity. I like to use our time with them to get 
feedback. They're not in the business every single 
day, obviously they're full-time athletes, but when 
they're watching and consuming, what are they 
experiencing? What's resonating with them? What's 
also happening in their personal landscapes and 

lives and sports and teams and leagues that we 
need to be talking about? We update them of 
course, on the business. We'll ask questions of 
them too, about where they want this to go now. 
We will have a big level-set in March 2nd, 2020, 
which is our one year anniversary, where we talk 
about what the next year holds. 

For me, it's information gathering. Again, setting 
our compass continually and making sure that the 
brand ... The interesting challenge of building a 
brand like this one with these four incredible 
women is, it exists on its own unto itself, but it also 
is a reflection of them. However, this brand 
manifests in the world, that it is also something that 
resonates with them and makes them proud too, 
and is an honest reflection of them. There's a lot of 
layers to the build of this, which is why when we 
have the four of them together, it's essential to get 
that feedback and also understand what their 
ambitions are for this brand. 

JS: We're going to get back to TOGETHXR in a 
moment, but I want to come back to you. I was 
researching this podcast, looking at your content 
and also looking at your voice and your career. I 
listened to the 33voices Podcast, and I found it 
wonderful on so many levels. But I felt a connection 
with you, Jessica. I grew up in a small town and not 
many people leave my small town. I was the only 
family member in my large family who left. When I 
go home, people don't ask me about my job or 
what I do. They ask me about my family. I had an 
ambition when I was young to move to New York 
and to be a writer. I didn't fly on an airplane until I 
was 22. All this was in your podcast. I felt a great 
connection. I want you to reflect on that. You grew 
up in a small town in Kentucky, you're going home 
to see them soon. I would like you to reflect on how 
that has shaped you and where that ambition came 
from now. What is it about your upbringing that 
gave rise to that ambition and helped shape you as 
a person, a storyteller, a DEI champion, an 
entrepreneur? Could you please reflect on your 
background and how that plays into Jessica today? 

JR: It's a really big question. I don't know where my 
ambition came from. What I can say is, I knew very, 
very early on at a very young age that I did not want 
to stay where I was. I knew I wanted to leave. What I 

appreciate about my home and my family and my 
upbringing now, I didn't fully appreciate at the time. 
But I also think because of where I come 
from—which is a very simple place and we didn't 
have a lot of means—I function with a lot of 
grounding. I'm not greatly impressed by the coasts 
or other things that I think people aspire for: power 
and money. I don't have ambitions for any of those 
things. My ambitions have always been simple, 
which is to tell stories and create empathy in this 
world. As a person, as a trait, maybe it is because of 
my Southern family. I was taught to ask questions 
and be polite and listen, and be nice. Some of 
those things hurt women over time, which we can 
talk about. 

I was always an empath, who observed and who 
would imagine other people's worlds and 
experiences, and almost want to crawl inside them 
and then bring them out into the rest of the world. 
No one in my family works in media. No one's left. 
Again, a very simple place, very simple family. I 
remember when my family visited me in New York 
for the first time, they said I walked too fast, but the 
resounding sort of message of support was, “This is 
so impressive. Congratulations, I could never see 
myself here.” And the difference is, I could always 
see myself there. I don't know. I think I was sort of 
destined to leave. And then ultimately appreciate 
going home. 

JS: Who were your role models growing up? 

JR: Writers and musicians, probably, outside of my 
family. My mom's side of the family is quite large. 
She's one of six. The women in my family are loud 
and boisterous and funny and run the show. I had 
incredibly strong female role models in my 
personal life, but I looked to writers and musicians. 

Great female writers: Virginia Woolf, Sylvia Plath, 
Anne Sexton, poets. A lot of female musicians. My 
formative years were right in the mid '90s, when girl 
power was a thing, Lilith Fair was a big festival. I saw 
myself reflected back in their own journeys. There 
were some female athletes and the first jersey I ever 
bought with my own money was a Lisa Leslie jersey. 
So I either was reading a Anne Sexton book or 
listening to Tori Amos, or Joni Mitchell, and always 
identified with the female voice. 

JS: You started at Rolling Stone. Then you moved 
on to a variety of positions. You were in content and 
media, AOL Music, at Viacom MTV, at the FADER, at 
The Players' Tribune, now TOGETHXR. I listen to 
you speak about your experience at Rolling Stone 
as your first job in New York. And it was quite a 
transition. What is the most stretching for you, 
which one of those moved you most outside your 
comfort zone? 

JR: Rolling Stone stretched me as a person 
because it was my first experience in media, out of 
college, moving to New York. I had incredible 
imposter syndrome because everyone around me 
came from an Ivy League school or their family 
worked in media. They had connections and I felt 
very outside of the club. I was stretching in my 
personal life more than I would say, professionally. 
Although, I was learning what it meant to work 
professionally for the first time.  

My instinct is to say MTV and The Players' Tribune 
for very different reasons. MTV, the role that I 
assumed there, was to build a taste-making music 
brand, to reach an audience that MTV either used 
to reach and doesn't reach anymore, or to reach a 
whole new audience that, let's say Pitchfork, or 
other influential music entities and brands were 
reaching. I knew a lot about how to build a brand, 
but this was the first time I had to build a team. I 
owned a P&L. I was in big conference rooms and I 
had to lead and answer every question. From a 
professional standpoint, that experience probably 
stretched me the most and was one of the most 
formative. I would say, The Players' Tribune was 
probably the perfect confluence of both of those. 
The Players' Tribune to me, became incredibly 
personal and was sort of the Venn diagram of all of 
my passions and my interests and my ambitions. 

It started as a hypothesis, which was, what would 
happen if you take the middle man—in this case, the 
relationship between journalists and athlete—and 
you fundamentally change the dynamic of those 
conversations? You put the recorder on, but you 
empower the athlete to take you where they want 
to go and tell you a story about their life that maybe 
no one's ever asked them about, or they've never 
told before. Ultimately, they get to touch and shape 
that with you. You go direct to source and you 
create alongside with them. What could you do 
with that? That was the big question we were trying 
to answer. It turned out that we can humanize an 
entire community of people. And dimensionalize, 
humanize is almost a reductive word. To 
dimensionalize these people and to see them, truly 
see them maybe for the time and relate to them. 

I got to do that work for almost five years at a scale 
that I don't think we could have imagined. There 
were a lot of incredible experiences and rooms and 
conversations that came from that time. As a 
storyteller, oftentimes at The Players’ Tribune I got 
to be the holding space for someone else's deeply 
personal experience. Sometimes that included 
trauma, sometimes it included celebration. In the 
case of Kobe Bryant, who we worked with many 
times over, being home for his retirement 
announcement. And when he came through New 
York, we popped bottles of champagne and 
toasted to his career. There were so many moments 
from that time that I was privileged and lucky 
enough to be a part of. 

JS: Let's go back to The Players' Tribune for a 
moment. You worked there for a long time. What 
did you learn there that has helped you get off to 
such a fast start at TOGETHXR? 

JR: Go where the silence is. The entire premise and 
the work at The Players' Tribune was to unlock and 
dimensionalize. There's no greater category of 
people in my mind, in my perspective, who move 
culture forward than women and specifically 
women athletes, and probably even more 
specifically Black women athletes. There is 
significant white space, if we want to talk about 
brands and business opportunities that exist here. 
There's no brand that brings sport and culture 
together for a female demographic in this way. But 

more importantly, the stories that we're telling and 
the women that we're telling them with, and also 
the women who were actually creating the stories 
on our team, for example. It's all women, mostly 
women of color, on our team.  

They haven't been centered ever, really. Most of 
them haven't. So for me, it was go where the silence 
is, listen and make it so good and so undeniable 
and so real and authentic that it resonates. I think 
great storytelling does two things at once. It taps 
into your IQ and your EQ at the same time. It makes 
you think, it changes your perspective. It creates an 
emotional response, any number of emotional 
responses, and ultimately creates empathy. And 
that was it. No one's here. Why haven't they been 
here? We should be here. 

JS: Has there been a storytelling mentor in your 
years since Rolling Stone?

JR: I've been privileged enough to have a few. One 
of my mentors was the editorial director at The 
Players’ Tribune. His name's Gary Hoenig and he is 
founder of ESPN: The Magazine. He spent years 
and years inside the shop, is one of the brilliant 
minds of our time. Over the course of five years, we 
talked a lot about experiences, questions, hard 
questions, people, therapy, constructs. We talked 
about everything and ultimately, that made the 
stories that we told better. One of his 
prompts—which I hold tight to now, even in my 
personal relationships—I tend to think about their 
life as if it were a movie. One of his prompts was to 
imagine someone's life as a movie. Think about 
great movies: There's a protagonist, there's a great 

supporting cast. There's always one supporting 
actor. Who is that person in that person's life? 
What's the most important scene? What is that 
soundtrack? Can you literally place me in the room? 
He made all of us better. 

JS: You're coming up on your one year anniversary 
in March. You're the chief content officer. How do 
you feel it's gone in the first year? Has the first year 
been everything you hoped it would be? How do 
you measure the impact you're making 
qualitatively, quantitatively? 

JR: I'm floored by year one. I was asked right 
before we launched the brand—which the launch 
was delayed because of COVID. I was asked about 
what I feared for the brand. There's any number of 
fears you have whenever you're launching a startup. 
My fear was—because for so long it's been 
reinforced—that no one will care. No one will care 
about these women. No one's going to consume 
these stories, despite knowing that wasn't true, but 
that was my big fear. Year one has proven that so 
many people care. So many people celebrate this 
brand. There are quantitative and qualitative 
measurements against that. We are the fastest 
growing sports brand on TikTok. We're number one 
in our competitive set, we have 1.4 million 
followers, which is pretty astounding in nine 
months. 

We've doubled, almost tripled our revenue target 
in just nine months, which for me, as a purpose and 
mission-driven brand to actually drive investment in 
this space to these women, fills me up. It's great for 
the business. It's a great proof of business, but it 
also fulfills a mission for us. I mentioned our 
community member getting a tattoo. It sounds sort 
of ridiculous to say, but we wanted to be an identity 
brand and people, largely women, are seeing 
themselves reflected. That resonance has been 
incredible. There's a lot of other ways that we're 
measuring success. We're sort of drinking from a 
fire hose, from brand partnerships, from platform 
partnerships, from development and other 
production companies, platforms, Netflix. Others 
that we're talking to about long-term development. 
We have a lot of exciting announcements  going to 
be made in 2022, but the outpouring of support 
and investment in business and community has 

been unlike anything I've experienced in my career. 

JS: How do you speak about your purpose inside 
your company and how do you know you are 
making progress toward your purpose? I know 
you're still very young, nine months old, but this is 
an issue so many of our listeners wrestle with. They 
want their company to be a purpose-driven 
company. They want to make sure it's sustainable 
and keeps going. How do you know you're making 
progress? 

JR: There's the big purpose for us and then there's 
a lot of many purposes beneath that purpose. We 
talk about it very similar to the way I'm talking about 
it with you now, which is, about seeing and 
centering and lived experiences and authenticity. 
Even the means of which stories come to life and 
how they're created. We talk about conversation 
and challenging questions and what our role is as a 
brand to make statements and have a perspective. 
There is no neutral anymore. We talk a lot about 
that and how that can manifest. We also talk about 
how that purpose changes for us. Certainly, as the 
team changes and grows and stretches, the 
business scales. 2021 was about launching a 
company and a brand that resonated. 

You can define resonance in a number of different 
ways. It was to create visibility and center stories 
that aren't traditionally centered. What we're talking 
about now as a team around purpose is, what does 
that mean in year two? Visibility for us isn't enough 
anymore. We're interested in investment and what 
that actually looks like. Visibility is one part of 
investment. There's so much more. It's a long way 
of saying, a lot of the language that we use and the 
values that we uphold that we dissect and we talk 
about, I talk about the same way that I talk about it 
with you. 

JS: How would you like to see brands get involved 
and what is your message to the CMOs who are 
listening? 

JR: “Where have you been?” There's a cycle that 
exists in women's sports. Well, first of all, we should 
acknowledge women's sports is sort of ground zero 
for every -ism. It's been said that women's sports is 
so far behind. And I say this very often: My opinion 

is women's sports and women athletes have been 
so far ahead that culture has had to catch up and 
we're starting to get there. I jokingly say, "Where 
have you been?" There is this cycle that exists in 
women's sports that's related specifically to brand 
partners, which is 100 percent of media coverage. 
It's well known, that stat: Only 4 percent of that 
goes towards women athletes. That's not even 
dissecting the quality of that coverage, the breadth 
of that coverage, the diversity of that coverage, the 
marketing and amplification of that coverage. That's 
just a number. 

If there's only 4 percent visibility for these 
incredible women, it's incredibly hard to grow the 
community, the fans, the viewership. To put bodies 
in seats, to sell tickets to these events. You're not 
growing that, the audience. Brands are hesitant to 
invest in this space because it's not worth their ROI. 
If they're not spending money, then media 
companies aren't going to cover because they're 
not going to get any ad revenue against it. There's a 
very vicious cycle and there's ways to break that 
cycle. TOGETHXR's first way to disrupt that cycle 
was to tell the stories. Invest and tell these stories. 

For brands, for CMOs, what I would say is: It takes 
conscious intentional investment in this space. It's 
not enough to say you support women. You actually 
need to invest in women. You need to be the 
decision-maker, because you can disrupt the cycle. 
It's also an incredibly profitable, growing category. 
Was it Deloitte that projected it'll be a billion dollar 
category in the next couple of years? It's worth the 
investment. Someone has to make that decision. 
And you're in the seat to make that decision. For 
me, I also think about who those decision-makers 
are. Literally who's in that seat? What do they look 
like? What has their experience been? We talk 
about -isms, of course, coming into play in this 
space. I think I would question who's in that seat 
and what role they play and then the power and 
privilege they have to afford opportunity to others. 

JS: Is there a partnership you could talk about 
today that you think is very progressive for you?

JR: We've been fortunate enough to work with 
incredible brands who are really investing in 
women. We did a four-part doc series with Alex 

Morgan that was presented by AT&T. We are in the 
middle of launching a four-part series in 
partnership with Porsche, which is all about 
celebration of ambition and dreams and 
achievement that brings together four incredible 
women in that series. We have a lot of exciting 
brand partnerships and announcements to make 
very soon. One of the ones I'm most excited about 
right now—because of the story, not just the 
partnership itself—is with Buick. They are an NCAA 
title sponsor. They came to us recognizing that the 
level of investment on the women's side around 
NCAA tournaments is not the same. It's hard to 
ignore that. 

Last year, shortly after we launched the inequities 
that the women's ... Now, we can call it March 
Madness, but the women's NCAA Basketball 
Tournament and the conditions those women were 
in versus their male counterparts was made very 
visible and we were vocal about it. We talked about 
it, we covered it quite a bit. One of the questions 
that came out of that is, "Okay, outside of the 
governing body, there's a responsibility now for 
those brand partners to show up differently and 
they can also ... " I'm going to say it. I'm too 
Southern polite. They're part of the problem. And 
they can fix part of the problem. 

Buick recognizes that and they want to invest more 
in the space and they want to rightsize the 
investment and the opportunity around these 
tournaments. They've come to us to activate around 
every major NCAA women's tournament that exists, 
including the women's basketball tournament, 
which now we can call March Madness and Final 
Four. I love this story of that partnership, and we'll 
do some great activations on the ground. I'm 
excited to get into experiential. I hate that it took 
making very visible inequity to drive that change, 
but I think that's necessary. I love that a brand 

partner like Buick wants to figure out how to be a 
part of the solution. 

JS: The CEO is a woman and the CMO is a woman  
coincidentally, or maybe not so coincidentally. 
You're a gifted storyteller. To the marketers who are 
listening, who have big budgets and are trying to 
be better storytellers, what's your advice to them? 

JR: Authenticity is everything—everything. It's not 
just something you say on a panel at a conference. 
It's not something you aspire to. People will know if 
the story is authentic or not. It's a touch. It's a feel. 
It's the conception of the story. It's who created it, 
who told that story? It has to be authentic. 
Authenticity, to me, comes from a lot of places, but 
most importantly, and I just said it, it's who 
conceived the story. Who's making that story, who 
are you trying to reach with that story? Do those 
people look like the people and have experiences 
of the people you're trying to reach? You can't 
manufacture that. To me, it's a bigger ambition, with 
those budgets and with that power, to create new 
pipelines of opportunity to consider. Like I said, 
who's in the room, consider who's not in the room. 
Shake things up. 

JS: What's your advice to CMOs on creating an 
organization that is stronger in diversity, equity and 
inclusion? Your company is founded on those 
principles. If you were to sit down with a CMO in a 
large company right now, what council would you 
give them? 

JR: Where is your talent coming from? What is your 
brand aspiring to be? Do the people inside that 
company reflect that brand, live that brand, are that 
brand? Who's considered when you're making 
decisions? I think a lot about leadership, effectively 
because I'm at the top of this company right now. 
But I also think about the privilege that I have as a 
leader. There's obvious privilege. I'm white, I'm 
blonde hair and blue eyes. I'm feminine presenting, 
I'm straight passing. I'm able-bodied. I'm college 
educated. There's a lot of privilege I have. With that 
comes power and what I've come to believe about 
power is for me, personally—and I would advise this 
to a CMO inside a large organization—power needs 
to be shared and given out to empower the other 
people around you. To acknowledge that I actually 

don't have all the answers. My job is to make a 
decision, but my power ultimately is only effective if 
I'm giving it away. And the brand should come first.

JS: Jessica, let's move to the final section of this 
wonderful chat, called the creative brief. My first 
question to you is, what's the first brand that you 
remember making an impact on you as a young girl 
in Kentucky? 

JR: Nike and Jordan brand, I guess more 
specifically. There wasn't a lot of access in Kentucky. 
I guess the other one would be MTV, because my 
television was on all the time. My mom was a single 
parent. My twin sister and I were in front of the TV a 
lot, alone a lot. The television was on either an NBA 
game—Michael Jordan was one of my heroes—or it 
was on MTV. It's funny, because to come full circle 
and to walk into and work for MTV later with 
ambitions to bring back music legacy, which is 
something that I grew up with knowing them for, 
was a pretty special moment for me.  

JS: A lighter question. What makes Sue Bird so 
funny? 

JR: Man, she's born with it. It's not even just how 
funny she is. It's how quick she is. It's her wit, she's 
so witty. She does not miss a beat. I said at the top 
of this conversation, there are people you can 
describe and then there are people you have to  
experience. Sue Bird is an experience. She's also 
just a deeply good human. I will say this, Sue on her 
own is hilarious and a riot and a great time. Sue Bird 
with Diana Taurasi, is a whole other level. They need 
a show. They really do. 

JS: Well. That's up to you. 

JR: Yep. 

JS: Jessica, thank you for this honest, authentic and 

"POWER NEEDS TO BE 
SHARED AND GIVEN OUT TO 
EMPOWER THE OTHER 
PEOPLE AROUND YOU."

very inspiring discussion. Thank you for your 
generosity. 

JR: Thank you, Jim. I appreciate it.  

JS: That was my conversation with Jessica 
Robertson. Three takeaways for your business, 
brand and life. 

First one: Women's sports is wide open for brands 
to get involved. Women's sports is growing. 
Women athletes are amazing people. This is an area 
for those brands listening and those people with 
brand budgets—you need to get involved, learn 
more about this. This is the right place to be for 
many, many brands.

Second takeaway: Authenticity is the key to great 
storytelling. Jessica is one of the world's great 
storytellers. She's told stories of some of the most 
amazing people on our planet. When I asked her 
the key to storytelling, she said very simply, 
authenticity. 

Third takeaway: What's the key to building a 
company that's grounded on DE&I? Empathy. 
Jessica's advice to CMOs who are trying to make 
progress on DE&I in their organization is to start 
with empathy.
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