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DIVERSITY IN HIRING AND RECRUITING
CREATING AN EQUITABLE WORKPLACE

Workforce diversity, equality and inclusion (DEI) is a much-discussed topic in the business world today as organizations
recognize the tangible benefits of hiring more women, people of color and other underrepresented groups. Amidst the national
discussion, Crain’s Content Studio gathered insights from Chicago-based executives on the value of inclusion, and how
organizations can attract and retain a diverse workforce to better achieve their goals
Why is DEI important to your
organization?
Sam Zeller: Zeller serves investors
and tenants. Both groups have been
growing in diversity, and our firm needs
to be a reflection of our communities
and the communities in which we hope
to do business. Beyond the business
aspect is a much simpler one about the
kind of firm we hope to be. Zeller was
founded by a small group of investment
and real estate experts who believed in
the importance of vigorous debate and
pursuit of excellence. The firm did well in
good and challenging cycles because we
encouraged internal dialogue of diverse
and sometimes contradictory voices
to arrive at the best solutions. We can’t
logically continue in that spirit without
making a consistent effort to bring in the
highest quality talent, and that means
being vigilant about attracting, retaining
and supporting a diverse workforce.
Laura Skarnulis: Setting the
certification standards for more than
900,000 medical specialists nationwide,
the American Board of Medical
Specialties (ABMS) is committed to
addressing health inequities and believes
we’re equally responsible for addressing
any systemic racism that may exist
within our certification standards and
programs. Secondly, diversity leads to
better outcomes and better decisions.
Research indicates that diverse teams
deliver better health care and drive
improved patient outcomes. It’s vital
that the physician and medical team
reflect the patients they serve to build

retain and grow our human capital.
By creating an environment where
communication flows more freely and
honestly, our work product and client
satisfaction improve as well.
What are some misconceptions
people in your industry have
regarding DEI and how can
their attitudes be changed?
Wesner: Many in the finance and
investing community view DEI as
purely a numbers game, wondering,
for example, how they can hire enough
diverse employees so that the percentage
of diverse employees looks good to
the outside world. They fail to see the
benefits that an inclusive and equitable
workplace can bring to their bottom
line. We’re working to hold firms
accountable on creating a diverse and
inclusive workplace that’s reflective
of the communities that entrust our
industry with managing their money.
Skarnulis: ABMS believes we’re
responsible for increasing DEI both
internally and externally and are
aware that our colleagues expect us
to take action. For us, it begins with
education and establishing an inclusive
environment that values every staff
member and volunteer’s contribution,
perspective and innovation. We began
our DEI education journey two years
ago with day-long unconscious bias
workshops for our board of directors
and staff. These workshops explored
how racial bias and other biases—
gender/socioeconomic status, title/

“ . . . POTENTIAL APPLICANTS ARE SAVVY;
THEY DO THEIR RESEARCH AND SPEAK
WITH OUR EMPLOYEES, OUR CLIENTS AND
INVESTMENT MANAGERS.”
- JAMES WESNER, MARQUETTE ASSOCIATES
a sense of trust that ultimately leads to
improved outcomes. We’re committed to
improvement both in the greater health
care community and inside our own
organization, and DEI has been identified
as a key strategic priority for us.
James Wesner: In an industry
where the lack of diversity is well
noted, implementing an effective DEI
culture is essential to creating a work
force that’s reflective of the clients we
serve. As a consulting firm, our people
are our product. While human capital
management is important in every
organization, in a consulting firm, it’s
certainly priority number one. Strong
DEI within our firm allows us to attract,

status—factor into our interactions and
decision making, and launched our
strategic DEI priority which includes
several action-focused initiatives at the
board and organizational level.
Zeller: As an industry, we need to
recognize how much on-the-job training
happens in commercial real estate, and
how fluid many of our job descriptions
tend to be. We’d benefit from altering
the selection process and job criteria,
knowing that many of our current
employees come in with good general
skills and adapt to the particulars of
the job. To that end, we need to be
more critical of our requirements, as
they can give false justification and
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legitimacy to other biases. We also need
to reframe the networking process so
that it doesn’t continue to be a barrier—
we can recognize that referrals are a
great source of direct information, but
if we lean too heavily on hiring from
known contacts, they will severely limit
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our ability to find talent. Given how
homogenous our networks tend to be,
we’ll consistently avoid diversity by
bringing applicants in from a narrow
range of sources.
What approach has your

organization taken to address
DEI in hiring and recruiting?
Zeller: We’re taking a critical look at
our hiring and engagement practices,
starting with what kinds of contact we as
a firm and industry have. Our internship

ABMS is committed to working
together to bring about fair and
equal access to health care
resources and to establish a
system that supports the health
and well-being of all our
communities regardless of their
race, religion or sexual orientation.
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opportunities should take a major step
forward in terms of opening the door to
a wider, more diverse pool of interested
applicants. That will likely require us to
be more aggressive in getting our name
out to a larger group of schools. We’ve
also discussed the need to bring greater
visibility to the profession. It’s hard to
recruit people if they aren’t aware of the
potential for interesting and engaging
careers in real estate. The industry has a
visibility issue, and we’d benefit greatly
from bringing high school and college
students to our properties, so they
understand the variety of opportunities
that exist in real estate.

candidates. We put titles and hierarchy
aside and engage staff in meaningful
discussions about how we can improve
in increasing and retaining a diverse
workforce. One example is the
establishment of a staff-led workgroup
to review our internal policies and
practices to identity possible areas
of bias or racism. We’ve also created
task forces that develop activities to
engage employees and help foster
understanding and inclusion.
Wesner: The first step was creating
an environment that we’re proud to
show potential employees. You don’t
necessarily need a diverse workforce

“WE WORK WITH OUR HIRING MANAGERS
TO IDENTIFY AND BE COGNIZANT OF THEIR
BIASES AS THEY BEGIN THE INTERVIEW
PROCESS.”
- LAURA SKARNULIS, ABMS
Skarnulis: We’ve expanded our
recruitment resources to include
diverse job posting sites and are
seeking to partner with diverse
professional organizations to broaden
our recruiting efforts to identify
diverse candidates for potential staff
members and volunteers. We utilize
cross-departmental interview teams
during the search process to gain
various perspectives on potential

before you can meaningfully
implement inclusive and equitable
practices. Next comes the process of
recruiting. We try to cast a wide net
to broaden the pool of applicants. Our
diverse hiring committee aids us in
maintaining a thoughtful, intentional
hiring process that’s open to a wider
variety of candidates. The hiring
committee represents a variety of
background, ages, cultures, beliefs,

genders and personalities in an effort
to reduce implicit bias.
What resources and education
do you offer your employees
and/or members?
Skarnulis: The tragic death of George
Floyd compelled us to hold an all-staff
meeting dedicated to discussing how racial
injustice, violence and inequality affects
us all. These were difficult discussions
but we came away energized and inspired
by our colleagues. Our staff determined
that education was a critical and essential
next step. They coalesced around three
approaches—a book club, facilitated
training and a DEI workgroup to review
and develop practices and policies. These
groups are led by volunteer staff members
of various racial backgrounds and more
than 65 percent of our employees are
participating. Also, our September
conference features dedicated DEI sessions
to broaden the education and discussion.
Wesner: Marquette offers a
combination of internal and external
education on DEI. Internally, we’re
currently finalizing the options for
a new round of firm-wide training
on inclusion and equity. We’ve also
sponsored employee participation in
outside programs addressing cultural
competencies within the workplace.
Last year the firm sponsored my
participation in an LGBTQ executive
training course allowing me to
collaborate with other LGBTQ leaders in

building frameworks and programming
to facilitate diversity and inclusion
advances at Marquette. Many members
of our team devote time, leadership and
financial resources to groups such as
Women Investment Professionals and
the National Association of Securities
Professionals. Being present in all
corners of our industry allows our
employees to build our brand while
advocating for change and inclusion.
Please describe your most
effective strategies for
recruiting diverse employees.
Wesner: Having a reputation of
inclusivity has made Marquette
an attractive employer for diverse
talent. Every company will say that
they’re building a diverse team, but
potential applicants are savvy; they
do their research and speak with our
employees, our clients and investment
managers. Younger employees are
attracted to companies that value social
responsibility, diversity and inclusion.
As we recruit millennials and Gen Z’ers,
it’s crucial that candidates understand
our company’s stance on diversity. Our
continued investment in DEI within the
firm will greatly benefit us in attracting
and maintaining top-tier talent.
Skarnulis: We work with our hiring
managers to identify and be cognizant of
their biases as they begin the interview
process. We encourage them to not just
focus on the “familiar” candidate, but to
consider the “nontraditional” candidate.
In addition, as an organization
committed to the growth and
development of our own talent, we look
internally for opportunities to promote
existing team members. We provide
opportunities for mentorship or stretch
assignments, which has resulted in team
members reaching new levels within the
organization that they might not have
thought possible or even considered.
Are the challenges—and
strategies—different when
recruiting for entry-level versus
senior-level or board positions?
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other than to focus on being extremely
aware of these tendencies to subjective
assessment, and to make inclusion
and diversity in senior-level executives
an explicit criterion for hiring. The
obvious benefits of a more diverse
senior leadership needs to constantly
be included in the job description
and selection process and given the
proper weight to have teeth when the
pool of applicants is being assessed.
Conversely, entry-level recruitment is
far more driven by the market, as firms
look to make their workplace a more
attractive option for as many applicants
as possible. Connections tend to have
less impact at this stage, so potential
employees look to the social media and
community presence of our firm and
particularly our younger generation of
leaders to determine if Zeller feels right,
beyond the details of the offering.
Skarnulis: We’ve experienced
some challenges in recruiting diverse
candidates for senior level positions.
This is especially true for subject matter
expert positions or highly specialized
roles, which in our case are physicians
or PhDs with extensive experience in
medical and professional assessment
and standards development. To help
address this issue from a broader and
more root cause within the medical
community, we’re assessing our
certification programs to determine if
they contain any barriers that hinder
or impede the advancement of diverse
professionals, and are committed to
make the necessary changes to foster
greater opportunity for professional
growth, development and career
progression. Again, we realize there’s
much work to be done in the area of
DEI throughout the health care and
medical communities but are working
to improve in the areas of our particular
sphere of influence and expertise.
How important is an inclusive
work environment in retaining
diverse talent?

Wesner: Most definitely. Hiring
success at the entry level can be achieved
with minority internship programs or a
focus on recruiting at schools with more
diversity in their student body. While
this is important, if it’s the only thing
you do, it will take years to see diversity
flourish to the point that it’s reflected in
senior management. Recruiting senior
talent requires contributions and buy-in
from all of senior management, not just
HR. The vast majority of our diversity
at the senior ranks has come from
external hiring. These successes come
from aggressively targeting talent and
selling the inclusive attributes of our
firm. Candidates know if an opportunity
is genuine.

Zeller: This is essential, and becoming
more important. The assumption that
salary is the only motivating factor for
recruitment and retention was refuted a
while ago, but that message hasn’t always
been carried through. So employers
need to further examine what motivates
their employees to contribute to a firm
and stay engaged. Employees have
increasingly stated their preference for
working in an environment that aligns
with their values and telegraphs those
values to the broader marketplace.
That requires us to examine what the
experience of showing up for work
feels like from everyone’s perspective.
If a prospective or current employee
can’t see themselves reflected in their
workplace, it diminishes their sense of
contribution and value and their work
becomes a job, not a partnership.

Zeller: As far as challenges go, I’d
say this is one of the most difficult to
counteract, as senior-level employees
need to justify their hire, making
each situation much more vulnerable
to “insider” versus “outsider” biases.
There may not be an easy response,

Wesner: This is right up at the top
with fair and equal compensation.
Talented employees see right through
a situation where they’re brought in
to fill a weakness in firm diversity. A
work environment doesn’t have to be
hostile to not be inclusive. Employees
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are actively seeking a workplace
where they can contribute in a truly
collaborative environment. As more
companies implement DEI initiatives,
those falling behind the curve will
increasingly struggle to attract diverse
talent. Numerous studies show that
diverse employees are more likely to stay
with a company that prioritizes diversity
and inclusion. Plus, investing in the
development of our employees ensures a
high return on our firm’s human capital.
Skarnulis: Retention of diverse talent
is one of the most important objectives
of our DEI initiative. Our goal is to
have an organization where employees
feel safe and comfortable bringing their
authentic selves into the workplace
each and every day. The entire ABMS
team is committed to our mission and
their commitment is both essential
and the reason for our success. A key
element in fostering inclusion is offering
professional growth opportunities and
we’ve established development and
continuing education programming,
including mentorship, to help staff
explore new opportunities and create
their own professional growth plans.
What impact does your
organization’s DEI have on your
customers, vendors and other
external audiences?
Skarnulis: We believe that DEI is as
important for our Member Boards and
their governance as it is for our staff.
This is especially important as our
members certify physician specialists

discuss their successes and challenges
in bringing issues of diversity in the
industry to light. We’ve proposed
instituting affinity groups, a practice
that has been successful in larger
organizations like WeWork. We’re also
looking to introduce our own policy for
diversity in vendor sourcing, as modeled
by groups like Herman Miller. I’d like to
think that leadership in these areas and
our internal recruitment and retention
will then translate to the customer
having greater trust in us as their
landlord or investment partner.
Wesner: The expectation is that our
firm will have the same level of diversity
as our clients’ constituents. For example,
the State of Illinois is an industry leader
in establishing goals for municipal
pension funds to utilize investment
products managed by Minority/
Women-owned Business Enterprises.
With circular accountability, we can
hold investment managers and vendors
accountable for implementing DEI
policies, while at the same time being
held accountable by our clients and
investment managers for our adoption
and achievement of similar policies.
What are your organization’s
long-term goals for DEI?
Skarnulis: Our long-term goals as
an organization are to exceed our
established strategic objectives and
ensure that ABMS board certified
physicians are delivering even better
care because of the diversity of thought
and voice in our planning and decision
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“EMPLOYEES HAVE INCREASINGLY STATED
THEIR PREFERENCE FOR WORKING IN AN
ENVIRONMENT THAT ALIGNS WITH THEIR
VALUES AND TELEGRAPHS THOSE VALUES...”
- SAM ZELLER, ZELLER
who often treat patients and families
facing health care disparities and
inequalities. We recognize that we need
to have leadership that represents the
diversity of our more than 900,000
board certified physicians and they, in
turn, need to reflect the communities
they serve. We’re working with board
leadership to construct our governance
structure to enhance diversity not only
from an ethnic, racial and gender
perspective, but also incorporate a wide
representation with regard to age, career
level and type of practice environment
to ensure our leadership and committees
reflect the totality of the profession.
Zeller: Our DEI is still a growing group
within the organization, though we
have a mandate to examine and pursue
our external connections to industry
organizations and our vendor pool.
Our theory is that we should learn as
much as we can from other groups to
accelerate our process and emulate
best practices, though our Diversity &
Inclusion Committee also acts as an
independent group. We’ve engaged with
industry organizations like the Building
Owners and Managers Association to

making. We need both a workforce
and volunteer leadership that aptly
represents the physicians we certify as
well as the communities they serve.
Zeller: In a perfect world, the goal
would be for a DEI initiative to
eventually be unnecessary. But as we
look to the long term, the hope is that
these initiatives become so ingrained
in our process that they don’t require
separate efforts at all. That will mean
that our leadership structure will have
evolved to be highly reflective of the
diversity in our country, and that our
teams follow suit or, more likely, lead
the way from within. That means
maintaining a balance of hierarchy
while empowering the entire workforce
to have greater impact on our future.
Wesner: The long-term goal is for
continued growth in our employees,
their understanding of DEI issues and
their ability to operate in an inclusive
environment. Building on past successes
and addressing shortcomings puts a
focus on elevating talented individuals
to senior-level positions, allowing
diversity to be strong at all levels.
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Zeller is committed to fostering a culture of mutual respect, and to attracting, retaining
and promoting team members from all backgrounds, perspectives and abilities.
Empowering our employees to perform their best work while being themselves is
fundamental to our success - further driving our commitment of insight to value.
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