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Established in 2016, Asian American 
Business Roundtable (AABR) Summits 
attract outstanding senior New 
Majority (African American, Hispanic 
and Asian) business executives who 
come together to generate ideas and 
provide counsel on business and 
leadership issues of broad social and 
economic interest. Since 2016, the 
annual AABR Summits have attracted 
more than 169 speakers representing 
119 companies and 42 organizations 
from across the United States. The 
AABR is viewed as a platform to 
collaborate and a catalyst for business 
opportunities and groundbreaking 
solutions for social good. 

Our previous summits explored the 
‘new normal’ of the New Majority: 
their increasing number and, 
commensurate with that, the addi-
tional buying power and consumer 
muscle of Asian, African and Hispanic 

American communities. While it is 
recognized by many that businesses 
will need to adjust to the greater 
influence of the New Majority, prog-
ress is painstakingly slow. Despite 
various efforts, there is still a stunning 
lack of diversity in boardrooms and 
C-suites – a leadership make up that 
fails to appreciate the ‘new normal’ 
and its far-reaching implications for 
business success.  

With that in mind, the 4th annual 
Asian American Business Roundtable 
Summit – Making Impact: Diversity & 
Inclusion IS a Business Strategy – was 
designed to facilitate results-orient-
ed discussions on how to achieve 
leadership that better reflects the 
customers, employees and commu-
nities that businesses serve. This 
year’s Summit ambitiously built upon 
last year’s call to action and aimed to 
amplify the influence of senior 

business leaders from different 
industries and ethnicities. Corporate 
leaders, entrepreneurs, diversity and 
inclusion (D & I) experts and advo-
cates came together on January 
16th, 2019 at the New York Universi-
ty Kimmel Center to support our 
common cause of achieving a more 
inclusive future and engage in the 
exchange of best practices to 
advance D & I goals. They used this 
diverse forum to highlight practical, 
impactful strategies to bring forth 
change. They covered a wide range 
of interrelated topics: challenges 
facing New Majority executives on 
their rise to the C-suite and recom-
mendations on how to overcome 
cultural and structural barriers; the 
impact of women leaders on Corpo-
rate America; the role of employee 
resource groups in D & I strategy; 
how executive search firms can help 
change the leadership landscape. 



PRE-SUMMIT 
RECEPTION
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Spotlight on Matchmaking:
Executive Search Firms as Partners in Changing 
the Landscape of Boardrooms and C-Suites
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Phyllis Campbell, 
Chairman, Pacific Northwest Vice 
Chairman, JPMorgan Chase & Co, 
and returning Co-Chair of the AABR 
Summit, welcomed everyone and 
shared the rationale for this recep-
tion. Phyllis, who originally proposed 
the reception, thanked the search 

Henry Cisneros, 
Chairman of the CityView companies 
and a Principal & Chairman of the 
Executive Committee for Siebert, 
Cisneros, Shank, & Co., L.L.C. gave 
an inspiring keynote speech. He 
suggested that the subject the 
Summit set out to address – recog-
nizing and developing the kind of 
leadership that is required to 
respond to the shifting demographic 
composition of America – is 
immensely important to our country 
and on scale with national security 
issues, climate change questions, 
issues related to our economic trans-
formation, and the roles technology 
and social media play in our country’s 
evolution. Henry spoke about the 
realities of the rapidly changing 
ethnic composition of the country 
and dimensions of leadership.  He is 

concerned about how we prepare 
for the challenges before us in an era 
of increasing ethnic change. Henry 
concluded his remarks with four 
specific requests of the search firms:

Play fair. The search process has 
not been fair in many dimensions 
of our economic, corporate and 
business lives. Executive search 
firms have a critical role to play in 
changing this.

Try to understand the larger 
realities: the demographics of the 
country are changing, and so are 
consumer markets and the work-
force. Therefore, we need diverse 
leaders who reflect the workforce 
and understand the nuanced 
dimensions of this new reality. 
Because of who they are and 
where they come from, diverse 
leaders think about and relate to 
the workforce in different ways. 
They are an asset.  

“Broaden the aperture” – try to 
understand and give a chance to 
different backgrounds, i.e. looks, 
names, accents, communities, zip 
codes, schools, etc. The differ-
ences and less prestigious 
circumstances should be viewed 
as motivators, not disqualifiers.  

“I’m not asking you to give me a 
prize but put me where the prize 
is. And let me show what I can 

A special evening event – Spotlight 
on Matchmaking: Executive Search 
Firms as Partners in Changing the 
Landscape of Boardrooms and 
C-Suites – was held on January 15, 
2019 at the Harvard Club of New 
York City prior to the 4th Annual 
AABR Summit. With the support of 
the National Association of Corpo-
rate Directors (NACD) the pre-Sum-
mit reception encouraged action by 
‘walking the talk’, in alignment with 
this year’s theme of Making Impact.  
This reception gave senior level New 
Majority executives an opportunity 
to meet and network with represen-
tatives of top executive search firms 
seeking a role in changing corporate 
leadership composition.

firm representatives for their support 
for our vision.  She expressed hope 
that more executive search firms 
become proactive, vocal partners in 
changing the leadership landscape.
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Henry reiterated that prioritizing D & 
I as a core business strategy is 
important to individuals and compa-
nies. It is also critical for preparing 
America for the future.  On that note, 
he commended AABR for creating a 
truly diverse forum and encouraging 
mutual support among New Majority 
communities -- across skin color and 
national heritage – to benefit all. 
tatives of top executive search firms 
seeking a role in changing corporate 
leadership composition.

Steven Walker, 
General Counsel of the National 
Association of Corporate Directors 
(NACD), introduced his organiza-
tion, which has been setting the 
standard for responsible board lead-
ership for more than 40 years, 
providing network, education and 
leading-edge research to their mem-
bers. With nearly 21,000 members 
representing 90% of Fortune1000 

companies, NACD has an influential 
voice. They are working to thought-
fully and systematically break down 
the old system to create more 
diverse boards: “We’ll go anywhere 
to find the best candidates; we will 
not present a slate to a client unless it 
is diverse; and 87% of all of our 
placements are diverse candidates.”

Steven shared advice for organiza-
tions looking to recruit new board 
members:  

Diversifying the board is key. 
Break from the norm, and push 
against very narrow, specific 
criteria of who you would like to 
get into board positions (i.e. the 
old school request of “find me a 
former CEO; P&L experience in X 
region; etc.”). Identify what you 
really need. Search for people 
who are looking ahead and 
understand diversity, disruption, 
innovation and competition from 
very different perspectives. Seek 
candidates who get you out of 
your comfort zone. NACD is 
pushing clients to expand their 
perspective beyond CEO-level 
candidates; and they find excel-
lent talent. 

He also advised aspiring board 
members: 

In closing, John Wang, Founder and 
President, Asian American Business 
Development Center, thanked the 
speakers and attendees and encour-
aged everyone to take full advan-
tage of this rare opportunity to come 
together to network with purpose.  
He encouraged everyone to ask 
questions, and to compare notes on 
board practices, desired skills and 
the current leadership pipeline. He 
also invited everyone to attend the 
Summit the following day to contin-
ue the conversation about corporate 
leadership, talent development and 
reducing biases.

company boards, private equity, 
so many ways to get your foot in 
the door. Look for a board that 
provides you with an opportunity 
to gain great education and 
experience. Non-profit organiza-
tions and local Chambers of 
Commerce are a great, and 
meaningful, place to start. Small-
er private companies are desper-
ate for great talent. 

Engage with one of NACD’s 21 
local chapters across the country 
– network and educate yourself.

Stop talking about your ‘job’. 
Focus instead on what you have 
done to make things happen – 
what you’ve done to grow the 
business and what you can do for 
an organization.

There are a lot more opportuni-
ties out there other than 
Fortune1000 companies – 

do.” We all stand to benefit when 
talent is unleashed and people 
are judged on their character, not 
their circumstances.
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HIGHLIGHTS 
FROM 
THE SUMMIT
Keynote Segments
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Keynote
Speaker

James Rhee (Chairman and CEO, 
Ashley Stewart and Founder, FirePine 
Group) is an entrepreneur, investor, 
operator and educator. His opening 
keynote set an inspiring tone for the 
day.  He offered a personal story 
about himself and the challenges he 
experienced as the interim CEO of a 
company facing bankruptcy, describ-
ing how he turned the company 
around into one of today's fastest 
growing brands serving urban 
plus-size women. He spoke about 
growing up as a Korean American 
immigrant, living outside ‘the cultural 
grid’, which he never fully under-
stood.  He witnessed his mother’s 
connection to her immigrant commu-
nity, and its importance as he was 
growing up. He attended Harvard, 
worked hard, and eventually learned 
to understand ‘the grid’. However, it 
was his early experiences, watching 
his mother, that gave him a personal 
connection to what the Ashley Stew-
art brand represents: community, 
women’s empowerment, mutual 
respect. Referring to the Ashley Stew-
art woman, he said: “She reminds me 
of my mom who gave up everything 
to bring us to America… Just like my 

mother, this woman lives her life and 
overcomes many extra barriers that a 
lot of people don't have to deal 
with… And we want to be there for 
her. It's not about clothes. It's about 
self-esteem.”

James challenged Warren Buffett’s 
famous advice to invest in what you 
are familiar with by asking, “What if 
no one is familiar with something?” 
He gave his advice as an investor. 
Before approaching a problem of any 
kind, try to look at things another 
way, from a drastically different 
perspective. As an investor with no 
prior retail or CEO experience before 
Ashley Stewart, he did well by those 
who believed in him and in the com-
pany. He sees no ceiling for Ashley 
Stewart: it is becoming a movement 
and a huge media company – why 
not? “Ashley Stewart went from 
having no voice, to her voice being 
heard at every level! And now Ashley 
Stewart is investing back in her com-
munities.” He summarized by saying: 
“I’m often ‘the only’ and when I’m 
‘the only’, I bridge. I always see some-
thing transcendent in people and 
businesses… Make a lot of friends. Be 
generous. It’s not a competition.”
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Fireside 
Chat with 
Betty Liu 
and 
Shannon 
Schuyler, 
interviewed 
by 
Richard Lui

Betty Liu (Executive Vice Chairman, 
New York Stock Exchange) and Shan-
non Schuyler (Principal and Chief 
Purpose Officer, PwC) spoke about 
leadership, their career paths and the 
role of diversity in their respective 
lives. 

On leadership:
Shannon Schuyler: There's been a lot 
of change for women in the profes-
sional services industry.  But some-
thing that hasn't changed, whether 
it's a male or a female:  to be fit for 
the top one needs to be confident, 
self-assured and really good at what 
you do. It’s also important to be 
authentic, find your own personal 
purpose and be comfortable with 
who you are. 
Betty Liu: The Tiger parents’ 
message – work hard, study hard, be 
the most industrious, productive 
person on the team – really helps in 
your 20s. As one’s career progresses, 
what differentiates you from the sea 
of accomplished and talented people 
is not so much your IQ but your EQ: 
how you relate to others, whether 
you can connect. That's what gets 
you to the next level.

On how they got to where they are:
Shannon Schuyler: It takes grit, 

resilience and being your best cheer-
leader along with a network of 
people who support you. I had seven 
different roles at PwC and strongly 
believe that one should always look 
for ways to reinvent oneself and not 
stay in the same job longer than a few 
years. 
Betty Liu: I have a formula that has 
helped in my career time and time 
again: Preparation plus Opportunity 
equals Luck. I was not lucky, I was 
always prepared: so when the right 
opportunities came along, I was 
ready.  To overcome the constraints 
of being an immigrant and different, I 
always had to adapt, find ways to 
connect. I sought out mentors, 
constantly networked. Now I consid-
er networking – both the acquired 
skill and the phenomenal network I 
developed – my brand and competi-
tive edge.

On Success:
Betty Liu: People tend to think that 
there's an ‘overnight success’ story. 
There isn’t. You continue to grow and 
learn, build on everything you do up 
to that point.
Shannon Schuyler:  It's a very wind-
ing road and you have to be open to 
that. It is incredibly important to take 
calculated risks; and sometimes they 
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While, of course, there are still a 
multitude of obstacles, now is a 
phenomenal time to be a woman. 
Following in the footsteps of other 
women, I feel powerful, able to keep 
my head up and walk into any room, 
able to reinvent myself, make a differ-
ence in my community and my family. 
Betty Liu: I feel it’s a year of the 
Woman. And it’s been a long time 
coming. I hope that Shannon and I 
are examples that remind younger 
women to continue to feel the power 
and believe that they can do better 
than we have. 

work out. Things that don't work out 
are just as important, if not more 
important. 

On being a woman:
Shannon Schuyler: What makes 
women so powerful as leaders is our 
ability to be emotionally thoughtful 
and connect a tough message with 
the sensitive message. That’s what 
makes us different and more effec-
tive. We should not bow to ‘typical’ 
expectations of what a leader should 
be.  We should use this emotional 
side, not “check it at the door”.
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Jeff Gennette (Chairman and Chief 
Executive Officer of Macy’s, Inc.) 
explained Macy’s approach to Diver-
sity & Inclusion. “We intentionally 
manage our programs to ensure that 
D & I is integrated into every aspect 
of the company.” Specifically, Macy’s 
has organized D & I work into five 
focus areas, each with specific goals 
and KPIs:

Thus, D & I is engrained in the com-
pany’s growth strategy, with clear and 
measurable goals. It has strong lead-
ership, and unwavering commitment 
from the top.

Additionally, in conversation facilitat-
ed by Patsy Doerr (Global Leader, 
Social Impact) Jeff spoke about the 
importance and value of employee 
resource groups (ERG) in advising on 
strategy and influencing decisions at 

Macy’s. “ERGs have been a real secret 
sauce for us. They are very influential 
to our strategy”.  Echoing lessons 
from the Ashley Stewart story, Jeff 
highlighted the success of The Work-
shop at Macy’s – a training and 
mentorship program critical to getting 
more small minority vendors into the 
fold to better cater to a diverse 
customer base. Furthermore, he 
stressed that “to have diverse execu-
tives in your fold is one thing, but to 
have them on the playing field, not in 
the stands, shaping company’s strate-
gy – that's got to be your goal.” 
Focusing on inclusion requires study-
ing how we retain and develop diverse 
talent to make sure these employees 
are engaged and moving up the ranks. 
We ask: “What kind of inclusive 
community are we creating?”.  

Jeff also spoke about Board diversity. 
Macy’s Board of Directors is 1/3 ethnic 
minority and 1/2 female. He said, “I 
strongly believe that your Board mem-
bers have to reflect the communities 
you serve.”  Other aspects to consider 
are whether prospective candidates 
can influence other board members, 
and whether they lean in when appro-
priate.  He also mentioned being mind-
ful of generational diversity – having 
board members who understand 
Millennials and Gen Z customers. 

Path to 
Growth: 
Conversation 
with 
Jeff Gennette 
facilitated by 
Patsy Doerr

Build a diverse and inclusive 
workforce

Ensure a diverse merchandising 
and supplier base 

Reflect the diversity of our 
customers in our marketing

Strengthen our community 
partnerships

Ensure every customer has a 
great experience in our stores 
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Leadership 
Insights 
from 
Skip Sprigg

Skip Sprigg (President and CEO, 
The Executive Leadership Council) 
learned early lessons from his 
parents: the value of commitment 
and that no challenge is too great to 
take on.  From sports, he learned: if 
you have a skill that people value, it’s 
all about ‘can you do your job’. 
These lessons are well-suited to our 
collective D & I journey. He observed 
that D & I awareness is high, but 
results are woefully low. Two proven 
factors affecting results are: a) 
diverse top leadership make up and 
b) measurable goals. Skip named 
PwC, TIAA, and JPMorgan as exam-
ples of companies committed to D & 
I and able to show great progress. To 
achieve real change in your organiza-
tion, Skip offered three suggestions:

The CEO and the board must 
want to know the truth and treat D 
& I as a business issue. There must 
be a detailed plan for achieving D 
& I goals. 

You must disaggregate the data 
and understand the details. Even 
when general numbers look good, 
disaggregating the data might 
show that certain underrepresent-
ed groups aren't participating in 
advancements.

Accountability for D & I goals must 
be on par with accountability for 
any other aspect of the business. 
Chief Human Resource Officers 
and Chief Diversity Officers must 
step up their game, and, undoubt-
edly, this will require courage.



Macy’s. “ERGs have been a real secret 
sauce for us. They are very influential 
to our strategy”.  Echoing lessons 
from the Ashley Stewart story, Jeff 
highlighted the success of The Work-
shop at Macy’s – a training and 
mentorship program critical to getting 
more small minority vendors into the 
fold to better cater to a diverse 
customer base. Furthermore, he 
stressed that “to have diverse execu-
tives in your fold is one thing, but to 
have them on the playing field, not in 
the stands, shaping company’s strate-
gy – that's got to be your goal.” 
Focusing on inclusion requires study-
ing how we retain and develop diverse 
talent to make sure these employees 
are engaged and moving up the ranks. 
We ask: “What kind of inclusive 
community are we creating?”.  

Jeff also spoke about Board diversity. 
Macy’s Board of Directors is 1/3 ethnic 
minority and 1/2 female. He said, “I 
strongly believe that your Board mem-
bers have to reflect the communities 
you serve.”  Other aspects to consider 
are whether prospective candidates 
can influence other board members, 
and whether they lean in when appro-
priate.  He also mentioned being mind-
ful of generational diversity – having 
board members who understand 
Millennials and Gen Z customers. 
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HIGHLIGHTS 
FROM 
THE SUMMIT
Overview of the Panel Discussions
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Panel 1: Kicking off the day’s panel discus-
sions, Jon Spector led a conversation 
on dimensions of diverse leadership, 
diving deeper into particular issues 
that New Majority (NM) leaders face. 

In a discussion of bias, the panelists 
agreed that self-doubt among NM 
candidates is an internal barrier 
impeding their advancement into 
leadership roles. They observed that it 
is very natural, being ‘the first’ or ‘the 
only’, to question whether you 
belong. For women who are primary 
caretakers, there is an added layer of 
internalized bias that can cause them 
to talk themselves out of promotions, 
job rotations that may take them to a 
new geographical location, and other 
opportunities. Biases around genera-
tional differences are also at play as 
the workforce shifts towards Millenni-
als becoming the majority (soon 
~75%). We can modify our biases – 
internal and external – through aware-
ness and experience; being 
open-minded and having mentors 
and role models are extremely import-
ant. It is worth noting that the panel-
ists observed more assertiveness, 
self-confidence, and a sense of pride 
among younger NM members.

Immigrant experience is not often 

discussed under the D & I umbrella.  
Immigrants and NM members are an 
asset because they bring a different 
perspective than people who have 
been in “the grid”.  Nevertheless, new 
immigrants, however well-educated, 
can lose confidence in environments 
where they feel like “outsiders”.  To 
counter this, immigrants have to find a 
way to re-connect to their authentic 
self.  With experience in “the grid”, 
they may be able to recreate a feeling 
of belonging, and the confidence that 
they may have had before immigrat-
ing to the U.S.  The duality of immi-
gration and discomfort may, in fact, 
give them a special edge that helps 
them to approach business issues and 
relationships in fresh ways.

The panelists also discussed challeng-
es faced by companies trying to 
increase retention of NM employees. 
Organizations need to truly believe in 
the value of diversity and to intention-
ally build inclusive cultures. Creating a 
culture that supports social connec-
tion is important in retaining new 
talent. Millennials, especially, look for 
a sense of purpose, shared values, 
and community. Employees stay at a 
company where they feel they are 
treated well and doing meaningful 
work.  

(Un)Fit for the Top? 
Breaking Cultural 
and Professional 
Stereotypes
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Jon asked: “What do the panelists, 
who are established leaders them-
selves, look for in emerging leaders?” 
Apart from intelligence and compe-
tence, they look for traits such as 
adaptability, innovation, traits such as 
adaptability, innovation, creativity, 
emotional intelligence, integrity, 
open-mindedness and energy. Being 
able to reinvent yourself is key to 
being successful. Developing soft 
skills along with technical skills is 
especially important for East Asians, 
who are stereotyped as technically 
proficient but lacking in leadership 
skills. In response to whether one can 
be over-confident, they suggested to 
err on the side of over-confidence 
(though not arrogance): “Your critics 
and competitors will always cut you 
down to size, but only a few will lift 
you up.” 

The panel concluded with a round of 
advice to up-and-coming leaders:

Don’t let the external world define 
who you are.

Be as technically proficient as you 
can be to meet expectations for 
competence and productivity.

Understand the larger society and 
reach out to others.

Find mentors early. In your person-
al and professional life, build your 
posse – a network of friends and 
supporters that you can lean on 
when you run into trouble. 
Support them back! 

6Ps: Proper planning and prepara-
tion promotes peak performance. 
Perform, Perform, Perform! And 
build relationships.
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Panel 2: This panel on women’s leadership 
began with sobering statistics on 
women’s advancement in the work-
place: women represent 47% of 
entry level employees, and 25% of 
middle management; however, 
there are only 24 women CEOs 
among Fortune 500 companies, and 
only one of them is a woman of 
color. There is a very long way to go. 

Research indicates 4 major inhibi-
tors: stereotypes (women ‘take 
care’, men ‘take charge’, etc.), 
unconscious bias (where if 
unchecked, results in hiring and 
promoting people in our own 
image), double bind syndrome 
(women are either ‘competent’ or 
‘likable’, but ‘rarely both’) and emo-
tional tax for women of color (having 
to be on guard at all times, not able 
to bring your authentic self to work). 
Picking up on a thread from the first 
panel and the Fireside Chat, it was 
noted that women tend to put in 
double the work to ensure that all ‘i’s 
are dotted and ‘t’s are crossed, 
mostly due to the expectation that 
they will be held to a different 
standard than their male counter-
parts.

Informed by decades of professional 
experience, panelists shared 

valuable advice with the women in 
the audience: 

Women Leaders: 
Impact on 
Corporate America

Ability to adapt is crucially 
important:  in doing that one 
must first establish and stay true 
to who you are.

Be assertive and lead with the 
heart. Today’s leaders must have 
a high level of emotional intelli-
gence and ability to collaborate, 
and women are blessed with 
that. 

Make your professional intentions 
known. Advocate for yourself. 
While men don’t have to assure 
their superiors that they intend 
to work hard and seek advance-
ment after they get married or 
have a child, women, unfortu-
nately, must be proactive and 
vocal about their intent.

Welcome feedback and ask for 
specific examples to better 
understand how your behavior is 
perceived.

Educate others. People are often 
unaware, rather than malicious. 
Once unconscious bias becomes 
conscious, one can work with it. 
Men can be effective advocates 
and make a difference in the 
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environment. Many men want to 
step up, but don't know how.  
They can benefit from guidance 
on how they can be supportive 
(e.g. speak up, intervene when 
bias occurs in meetings, sponsor 
women, etc.) 

The panelists spoke about organiza-
tional best practices that spurred 
action. In tune with previous speak-
ers, they agreed on the need to hold 
leaders accountable; engage in 
comprehensive and concrete 
actions; and create an empowering 
environment where people can 
bring their best selves to work. Prac-
tical actions include: participating in 
promoting diversity messages in our 
companies; making sure our 
colleagues and teammates are 
aware of how biases play out; draw-
ing attention to the impact certain 
actions have and what an ally can do 
to help. To get people involved, ask 
them to do discrete tasks – e.g. 
spread the word about a D & I 
event; attend a recruitment event; 
have a conversation about candi-
dates, etc. – these are actions and 
conversation starters. At Accenture 
North America, a CEO took the 
courageous step  of publicly sharing 
the organization’s gender diversity 

statistics, and announcing their goal 
for gender parity by 2025, with 
annual progress reporting. This lead-
er’s transparency communicated his 
commitment to ensuring account-
ability for change. 

The panel also addressed how to 
bring people along as allies rather 
than alienating them, especially 
given today's climate in this country. 
Leaders who model D & I conversa-
tions give others permission to ask 
questions and have conversations to 
understand other perspectives. 
Through conversations, people 
discover that they have a lot in 
common.  They get to see who the 
other person really is and what 
they're passionate about. 
 
The panel reiterated  the need to 
continue creating awareness about 
the New Majority and its implica-
tions. Panelists encouraged the 
audience to be unapologetic about 
supporting each other and members 
of the New Majority. They stated 
that our work is not over until Ameri-
can corporations and their decision-
makers look like this Summit’s audi-
torium.  We get there by continuing 
the activism and by bringing others 
along.  
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Panel 3: This very popular panel focused on 
the role of Employee Resource 
Groups (ERGs, aka Business 
Resource Groups, aka Employee 
Networks). The panelists and the 
organizations they represent value 
ERGs as the fuel to execute not only 
a company’s diversity strategy, but 
also its business and inclusion strate-
gy. While ERG members can be an 
amazing group of engaged people, 
they are often underutilized. 

The business case for ERGs is 
straight-forward: through ERGs, 
companies cultivate diverse talent 
and reap the benefits of diverse 
teams. ERGs are a connection point: 
members initially come together from 
different parts of the organization 

with something in common, and 
very quickly start leveraging their 
differences through the work that 
they do. At Nielsen, 9 ERGs offer a 
safe space for associates to hone 
their skills, learn from each other and 
create wider networks. At Boston 
Consulting Group, 7 Diverse 
Networks (an equivalent to ERGs) 
help the organization attract and 
retain top talent from all back-
grounds, unlocking the potential to 
solve the world’s hardest problems. 
Boston Consulting Group measures 
recruitment, retention, promotion, 
attrition rates of diverse groups all 
the way up the chain, analyzingdif-
ferential rates at every level. They 
have found that ERGs help change  

Employee Resource 
Groups (ERGs): 
The Engine for 
Your D&I Strategy



those differentials. Linking that data 
to business impact adds more value 
to ERGs. Fundamentally, people 
perform at their best when you take 
away the need to focus on “how do I 
fit in” and they feel that they belong. 
This is the real business case for the 
ERGs. 

In a typical ERG lifecycle, ERGs start 
out as affinity groups, then organical-
ly turn into cultural- or event- based 
groups. It takes longer to turn them 
into groups that positively impact the 
business. This requires formalized 
structure and support aligned across 
all ERGs. Panelists suggested educat-
ing ERG leaders to ensure that they 
show how their events connect to the 
overall strategy; to arm them with the 
resources they need to get things 
done; and to regularly measure and 
communicate ERGs’ impact.  It is also 
important to empower ERG leaders to 
be a part of D & I strategy setting, 
giving them air time and visibility for 
their growth and development as 
leaders. With this support they can 
facilitate organizational change. 
Needless to say, ERGs are a valuable 
talent development tool and a place 
to discover talent that otherwise 
might have gone unnoticed. And, to 
enact real change, ERGs must have a 
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seat at the strategy table when broad 
policy decisions are made.

There was healthy disagreement with 
Deloitte’s decision to phase out ERGs. 
While McCann Worldgroup, like 
Deloitte, is reevaluating the use of 
traditional ERGs, others believe that 
ERGs set around one primary identity 
are essential to finding ways to create 
a more inclusive atmosphere.  ERGs 
allow for education and advocacy on 
behalf of each particular group.  They 
can also drive rapid organizational 
change. Examples of fast actions 
taken by companies based on ERG 
recommendations include a Spanish 
language version of Bank of America’s 
mobile app; a “buddy program” for 
women returning to work and a 
partner benefit program for LGBT 
colleagues at Nielsen. ERGs with deep 
roots in a company give a tremendous 
advantage. Panelists acknowledged 
that ERGs are often siloed – there is 
room for better collaboration among 
ERGs. They can create space for 
authentic, uncomfortable and neces-
sary conversations to help others 
understand the different challenges 
that NM employees face. Creating 
allies and advocates helps to address 
issues through conversation, collabo-
ration and visibility.
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Panel 4: Building on the pre-summit recep-
tion focused on board recruitment 
(see section II of this report), the last 
panel of the day brought together 
search firm executives and corpo-
rate board members, who compared 
notes and gave advice to aspiring 
board members in the audience. 
According to the latest data, gender 
balance in boardrooms and C-suites 
has seen a slow gradual improve-
ment, however, members of the 
New Majority are still underrepre-
sented.  Most companies are com-
placent about the lack of diversity on 
their boards. A search firm executive 
noted that having a diverse slate is 
rarely a part of the request. The firm 
educates corporate clients on the 
benefits of board diversity and its 
favorable impact on business 
outcomes. While it takes more effort 
to find diverse candidates (since the 
top tier of leadership is currently 
majority white males) they see it as 
their social responsibility not only to 
offer their clients diverse slates, but 
also to ensure placements. 

How do you get on a board?
The two key elements, echoing 
Betty Liu’s formula for success – 
were network and preparation.
  

You must network, you’ve got to be 
seen and be connected, you must 
make your aspirations and accom-
plishments known. Some, especially 
Asian American professionals, will 
have to overcome some things that 
might go against cultural expecta-
tions.  If you are trying to elevate 
your career, network with people 
who are senior to you.  “It’s not who 
you know, it’s who knows you.” 
Network with the recruiters too – 
they can be helpful allies.

The panelists acknowledged the 
increasing pressure on Boards of 
Directors to diversify. Now it is 
candidates’ individual responsibility 
to be ready when the call comes. 
One of the critical elements of being 
ready is being able to articulate your 
value – what skill, expertise, experi-
ence or perspective you bring to the 
Board and the company, what 
opportunities you represent, your 
understanding of the company’s 
customers, market, upcoming 
changes, etc. Think about all of your 
accomplishments and experiences 
and reposition yourself as a strategic 
advisor to the business; showcase 
examples of what you have done in 
the past in various capacities.

Transformation 
and Disruption:
A Board Perspective



Panelists cautioned first time Board 
member candidates against feeling 
like they need to explain why they 
haven't been on a Board yet. “Real-
ize that by getting a call you are 
already qualified. Be unapologetic.”

How do you succeed on a 
board?
Being ‘the first’ or ‘the only’ at a 
Board table makes it more conve-
nient at times to assimilate to the 
majority side of the Board. However, 
the panelists believe that all Board 
members, and NM members is 
particular, have an incredible 
responsibility to the company, to 
shareholders and to the employees, 
to be present, have an opinion and 
contribute at the board table.  It is 
difficult to go against the grain and 
express a divergent opinion. But the 
only way to make a mark and create 
a reputation is to do those brave 
things. It is wise to take the first year 
on a board to listen, learn and take a 
lot of notes. Then when you get to 
the moment when your perspective 
matters, be brave; it will be difficult, 
but it’s necessary. 

Another first year practice that has 
worked well is a “buddy system”, 
where a seasoned board member 
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mentors a newcomer. If you joined a 
board that does not use this 
onboarding practice, ask for a 
mentor who has been part of the 
board and who is different from you.

Companies on the other hand 
should realize that by finding 
diverse leadership talent, they’re 
actually finding the best talent. To 
facilitate board diversity, some varia-
tion of the Rooney Rule, mentioned 
multiple times throughout the day, 
might be necessary to adopt. The 
Rooney Rule is a policy established 
by the National Football League in 
2003 that requires league teams to 
interview at least one ethnic-minori-
ty candidate for head coaching and 
senior operations jobs. In the first 
three years since the Rooney Rule 
was implemented, with no estab-
lished quotas, the overall percent-
age of African-American NFL coach-
es jumped to 22%, up from 6%.

A theme echoed by many through-
out the day was our ability to 
support each other and raise each 
other up.  We have a common cause 
and are stronger together. Tying it 
back to board membership, the 
moderator reminded everyone to be 
generous by recommending people 
from the larger NM community who 
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would be good candidates. They're 
not going to ‘take your spot’; they 
will increase access to opportunities 
for many more. “We cannot expect 
corporations and CEOs to pick 
people from our communities if 
we're not going to help each other.” 

The last audience question of the 
day brilliantly summed up many of 
the Summit’s topics and was a new 
generation’s call to action. An 
audience member called for the need 
for systemic core solutions to make 
significant strides on D & I challenges: 

To get more women to the high-
est ranks of leadership, the very 
definition of leadership must be 

changed to include vulnerability 
and expressiveness (the latest 
studies show these traits to be 
key qualities of most effective 
leaders, rather than a weakness). 

To have all the D & I strategies 
produce measurable impact, it is 
not enough to have ERGs, D & I 
Councils and various initiatives. 
Board members must hold them-
selves, CEOs and top leaders 
accountable for D & I results – 
not merely for awareness or 
public relations and marketing.  
“D & I is a social issue that we 
must incorporate into the 
business world!”
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LOOKING TO 
THE 
FUTURE
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The Summit series, now in its fourth 
year, has sustained avid interest and 
support for an ongoing exploration 
of dynamic trends, and progress, 
addressing Diversity and Inclusion as 
a driving force in business today. 
Summit conversations have exam-
ined a broad array of opportunities, 
concerns and challenges posed by 
demographic change.  And they have 
brought to light myriad interrelated 
aspects of social, economic, business 
and workforce development issues, 
viewed through the D & I lens.

Summit IV continues this powerful 
forum, where participants -- at differ-
ent stages in  their careers, and from 
various businesses and industries – 
build bridges through speaker 
presentations, knowledge exchange, 
and networking.  The event gave 
participants a unique opportunity to 
hear from thought leaders, who 
generously shared their reflections 
on their own life journeys, and the 
lessons they’ve learned over the 
years.

Looking To 
The Future
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Judging from the positive responses 
to Summit IV and earlier Summits, 
AABR can be confident that the topic 
of D & I will continue to attract inter-
ested audiences.  As in prior Summits, 
talented professionals have found a 
place where they draw inspiration and 
courage. They come away energized, 
with strategies, ideas and renewed 
commitment to advancing their 
careers while also moving the needle 
as advocates for change in their orga-
nizations. 

While AABR introduced the notion of 
the New Majority at last year’s 
Summit, participants continue to raise 
questions about the definition. Defin-
ing “who” is in the New Majority is a 
theme that can be carried forward. 
Participants want to know: Am I part 
of this trend, even though I am not 
Asian American, Black or Hispanic? 
Can the definition of New Majority 
include Native Americans? Women are 

an acknowledged, growing presence 
in the workforce and New Majority. 
What about white males – what is 
their perspective on the New Majori-
ty and the trends?  What about LGBT, 
millennials, immigrants, disabled?  
These issues of intersectionality are 
on people’s minds and can lead to 
valuable discussions on how to 
define the New Majority as a 
business reality that can be 
approached from many perspectives 
in a constructive way.  No matter how 
it is defined, the New Majority has 
tremendous business implications.  
Businesses that proactively shape 
their vision, policies and practices to 
better identify and meet the needs of 
new customer markets will benefit 
from an increasingly globalized and 
diverse talent pool, and the access to 
this pool that digital technology 
affords. 
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The notion that Employee Resource 
Groups (ERGs) can be proactive and 
strategic was well-received.  Summit 
IV sparked vigorous conversation on 
how participants can work through 
their ERGs to expand organizational 
possibilities in areas of marketing 
strategy, community relations, 
hiring, and professional develop-
ment.  ERGs can also play a role 
identifying and reducing the sourc-
es, and effects, of unconscious bias.  
Participants expressed great interest 
in continuing an exchange of ideas 
and best practices regarding ERGs.  
This topic might lend itself to more 
intimate gatherings of ERG leaders 
and members.  With enough corpo-
rate interest and commitment, 
AABR is well positioned to facilitate 
conversations with Asian American 
ERGs across industries and organiza-
tions to break down silos and spark 
new action.  

Beyond these areas, future Summit events can provide opportunities for 
people to share what they are doing to advance D & I as a business 
imperative in their organizations.  Key questions can be explored in a 
variety of large and small formats.  What work is being done?  How can 
different ERGs and other entities within organizations support efforts 
going on across organizations?  How can intersectionality be addressed 
to include LGBTQ, millennials, immigrants, disabled in this conversation?  
These issues of intersectionality are on people’s minds and can lead to 
valuable discussions on how to define the New Majority as a business 
reality that can be approached from many perspectives in a constructive 
way.  Who are the emerging leaders doing work that can be highlighted 
at AABR presentations and gatherings?   How can participants use these 
convenings to build alliances? 

AABR will continue to organize 
educational networking events that 
further the goal of diversifying 
corporate boards. We are also in 
conversation with organizations that 
can equip future board members 
with tools and training programs on 
board governance.  We want to 
make these learning opportunities 
accessible to the broadest spectrum 
of potential candidates in the New 
Majority, and we would like to see 
Asian Americans well represented in 
these cohorts.

Many speakers targeted their practi-
cal advice to Asian American 
colleagues.  AABR wishes to address 
the nuanced needs of Asian Ameri-
can professionals, who seek guid-
ance on how to overcome stereo-
types, acquire leadership skills and 
better prepare for career opportuni-
ties.  AABR is currently planning its 
first Asian American Women Leaders 
Conference to debut in May, Asian 
American Heritage month. This 
event will focus on successes and 
challenges faced by Asian American 
women as they ascend professional 
ladders across sectors and indus-
tries.  Advocacy and action will 
continue to drive the discussions, 
taking a gender-focused approach.

Board 
Readiness：

Strategic Potential 
of ERGs: 

Asian American 
Leaders: 

Future events can be built around attendees’ top three areas of interest:
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