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PRAISE FOR


THE CEO’S COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE


AND MARCELA MANJARREZ





The American Dream invites its participants to study, work hard, aspire, and pursue happiness. This land of opportunity must bid all to participate as fully as one’s determination affords. For the future of capitalism’s and democracy’s success will be determined by increased enfranchisement and broadened economic growth. Marcela’s story magnifies that anyone willing to study hard, work hard, and gain achievement contributes to the success of capitalism. American culture is diverse. And, its largest minority is Hispanic and Latinos, who are a very important component of America’s future success and market resiliency. As we recognize and promote the importance of diversity in America’s capitalistic circles of influence, we foster long-term American capitalism.


—BYRON LOFLIN


Global Head of Board Advisory, Nasdaq


A must-read for CEOs and executives seeking to understand the real business advantages of authentically incorporating Hispanic talent within their organizations, The CEO’s Competitive Advantage goes beyond compliance, diving into the important human dynamics at play. Marcela’s amazing journey from humble beginnings to admired leadership highlights her deep understanding of the human element in business. Her invaluable insights will impact leaders dedicated to creating inclusive environments that encourage each team member’s success. A testament to Marcela’s leadership and empathetic approach, this book is a game changer for today’s corporate landscape.


—BOB CLARK


Executive chairman and founder, Clayco


Latinos represent $3.4 trillion of purchasing power, and our GDP, counted on its own, would rank as the world’s fifth largest economy, according to the Latino Donor Collaborative. We are young, digitally savvy, and believe in education and hard work. We are ambitious and loyal. Because of all this, the smartest companies know that growth will not happen without Latino talent. Even more so, that Latino talent stands as a competitive advantage. Marcela Manjarrez’s book arrives at the right moment. She took her expertise as a corporate leader and her personal journey as a Latina to create a book that guides academic and corporate leaders as they attend to the imperative of identifying, nurturing, and advancing Latino talent.


—CLAUDIA ROMO EDELMAN


Founder of We Are All Human, Hispanic Star, and Hispanic Promise


Marcela Manjarrez’s book is a must-read for any CEO looking to take his or her organization to greater heights. As someone who built transformative leadership teams and organizations throughout my career in extremely competitive industries, I can attest to the incredible power of leveraging nontraditional talent to gain a competitive advantage. Successful and established leaders building innovative and transformative teams across dominant industries recognize the inherent, unique value proposition: the perspectives and recommendations Marcela shares for leveraging the unparalleled pipeline of the Hispanic workforce will help differentiate your organization... Fellow CEOs and all senior leaders: You can’t afford to miss this learning opportunity.


—BOB DITMORE


Cofounder, United Healthcare, and former Centene presiding board director


“Hispanics represent nearly 19 percent of the population, yet they occupy less than 4 percent of executive positions in America’s top companies.” This statement from Marcela Manjarrez’s The CEO’s Competitive Advantage hit home for me. As the founder of ABC to CEO, where we prepare young female leaders to consider the possibility of becoming CEOs early in their careers, I see this book as a transformative tool for those ready to challenge the established norms. It’s not just about meeting diversity quotas—it’s a call to arms for visionary leadership that leverages all available talent. Will you rise to redefine leadership and foster a culture that thrives on diversity? Let Marcela guide you through this vital corporate evolution with strategies that promise not just to change your organization but to revolutionize it. Act now—because the future of leadership is inclusive, and it begins with us.


—SHARON FIEHLER


Founder, ABC to CEO; former CAO, Peabody Energy; past board chair of the 8th District of the US Federal Reserve


In my role as President and CEO of the Urban League of Metropolitan St. Louis, I’ve witnessed the transformative power of diversity and inclusion firsthand.


Marcela Manjarrez’s book The CEO’s Competitive Advantage is not only a testament to this power but also a practical guide for leaders navigating today’s evolving labor landscape.


By embracing Hispanics and other nontraditional talent, Marcela highlights the imperative of diversifying leadership for sustained success.


Her meticulous research and personal anecdotes offer invaluable insights into how inclusion drives innovation and growth. Marcela’s expertise in strategic communications, healthcare, and banking operations, combined with her passion for empowering underrepresented communities, makes this book a must-read for any leader committed to driving positive change.


I wholeheartedly endorse Marcela’s work as essential reading for those ready to unlock the competitive advantage of diversity and secure their organization’s future.


—MICHAEL P. MCMILLAN


President and CEO, Urban League of Metropolitan St. Louis


Traditional recruiting methods often overlook qualified Latino candidates due to systemic biases. Marcela emphasizes the importance of proactive measures to identify and promote Latino talent, offering insights that empower us to offer tangible solutions to the pressing need for diversity and inclusion in corporate America.


—OZZIE GROMADA MEZA


President and CEO, Latino Corporate Directors Association (LCDA)


Marcela Manjarrez’s The CEO’s Competitive Advantage is a call to action for all business leaders to wake up to the competitive edge that diversity brings, with its nuanced insights into the power of Hispanic leadership. As a marketing CEO deeply entrenched in the subtleties required to tap into the powerful US Hispanic market, I found Marcela’s incisive blend of real-world stories and cutting-edge research both refreshing and unapologetic. Manjarrez doesn’t just talk about change; she provides the blueprint for how to enact it, making this book essential reading for anyone ready to challenge the status quo and champion diversity at the highest levels. If you’re ready to surge your business, this book is your key for understanding the people who can power it most successfully—Hispanic leaders.


—CAROLINE HOOGLAND


CEO, Human Agency, and former Hispanic market director, LatinWorks


I wholeheartedly endorse this book as a must-read for any leader committed to fostering meaningful change. I believe Marcela’s journey will resonate with many CEOs as well as female leaders of all different backgrounds who have climbed or are climbing the corporate ladder. Her compelling call to action for the C-suite and the boardroom to increase Hispanic representation highlights how the power of building a diverse team will result in also having the best talent for your organization. Marcela underscores the immense value diversity can have to connect your organization, your global customers, and your bottom line. Having championed diversity in the C-suite myself, I know her stories will connect with you and are not just inspiring; they’re a practical road map for creating inclusive cultures that drive innovation and competitive advantage for your organizations.


—LINA A. YOUNG


Former global CIO and independent board director
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INTRODUCTION


Excellence is never an accident. It is always the result of high intention, sincere effort, and intelligent execution.


—ARISTOTLE


“How did you do it?”


This is the most common question I hear when I am speaking in business and academic settings. How did a young Latina, a Hispanic woman, a Mexican immigrant, and a single mother of twins come to hold a C-suite position for Centene Corporation—a Fortune 24 company? How did you attain a senior position at the Federal Reserve and hold board seats at private, publicly traded, and nonprofit boards in the United States?


How is it possible that “someone like me” was an active participant in the exponential rise of a healthcare company from a Fortune 498 to a Fortune 24 in seven years, including during the COVID-19 pandemic? How is it possible that “someone like me” had a fifteen-year career at the Fed and was charged with advancing strategic messaging, public relations, digital communications, industry relations, and public outreach, including during the financial crisis of 2008?


The short answer is that twenty-nine years ago, when I first arrived in the United States, I was a young diamond in the rough. And now, I am a prime example of what the American Dream is all about. I am an example of what can happen when visionary leaders, businesses, and institutions give you access to opportunities, empower you, and facilitate the resources you need to develop and deliver successful results.


Along my journey, visionary academic and business leaders found me and tapped into my potential. They nurtured it and helped me figure out how to unleash my talent. Once that talent was unleashed, there was no going back. Not only was this transformative for me, but it was also transformative for those leaders and for the businesses they led.


Fast-forward those twenty-nine years: After all the hard work, mentoring, and support and after shattering glass ceilings, I have found myself either being tapped by CEOs and senior leaders of public, private, and nonprofit organizations to serve in key roles or being asked for advice on how to find “people like me” to serve in management, C-suite roles, and boards of directors’ positions.


I also often find myself being asked to speak to groups of nontraditional students and professionals—first-generation college students, women, Hispanics, and other minorities—about ways to survive and excel in school and climb the ladder, thrive, and shatter glass ceilings in corporate America.


As an economist, business leader, and C-suite executive working closely with CEOs and other senior leaders, I know there is an urgent and constant need for more talent. Companies are ferociously looking for ways to attract and retain exceptional talent and are actively competing for that talent within the United States and worldwide.


Concurrently, Hispanics in the United States are a huge and growing demographic. Hispanics are the largest minority in the United States. Surprisingly (at least to me!), Hispanics remain a relatively untapped talent pool.


I often ask myself: Where is the disconnect? Why aren’t companies and leaders tapping into all this Hispanic talent? What invisible barriers get in the way of this talent-matching exercise? Is it a “hidden gem” or a “diamond in the rough” situation? Or is it something else?


As much as I would like to believe I am unique, the truth is I am not. There are dozens, hundreds, perhaps thousands of people like me everywhere around us, hidden gems, diamonds in the rough—untapped Hispanic talent with limitless potential, waiting to be discovered and unleashed.


As business leaders, we are aware there is a strong push for diversity and inclusion. Investors, shareholders, regulators, and the general public often communicate the need and expectation for diverse representation of women and minorities in the workforce—including in senior leadership roles in the C-suite and on boards. Yet when we look at the diversity statistics for these roles, while some progress is being made in starting positions and some management roles, the diversity representation statistics for senior leaders, C-suite executives, and directors of boards—especially for Hispanics—is underwhelming.


From a business standpoint, leaders and companies that learn how to tap into the untapped Hispanic pool and unleash its potential will have a significant competitive advantage.


If done effectively, this will set these companies up to penetrate an incredibly rich and growing marketplace. This makes good business sense. An intentional infusion of Hispanic and other nontraditional talent will not only strengthen the fabric and culture of these organizations to benefit all who work within them, but it is also something responsible and enlightened organizations ought to be doing anyway.


I wrote this book to contribute to the business solution. I would like to help shine a light on what gets in the way of identifying, tapping into, and unleashing Hispanic talent and help make it happen.


Another important reason for writing this book is that I want to pay it forward. My career journey has had twists and turns, moments when I felt alone, serendipitous moments, and moments when I received support from people along the way. These highlights of my journey leave out many details, many struggles, and many life lessons. Over my twenty-five-year career working for and with leaders of companies that focused on success, growth, and development, I have been challenged, supported, developed, mentored, and sponsored.


Without the CEOs and senior leaders who mentored me and challenged me, and without the cultures they fostered, I do not think I would be where I am. These leaders were essential to my success, providing me the guidance, space, and resources I needed to grow in my career and, in turn, to grow the organizations they were leading. Now that I stand where I do, I feel it’s time to look behind me and make sure I am not only holding the door open for those who follow but also helping propel them.


In this book, I will give you my very best effort to shed light on the invisible barriers that get in the way of identifying Hispanic hidden gems, diamonds in the rough, and I will share recommendations on how to break these barriers to tap into and unleash this untapped talent pool for the benefit of your organization.


I will share some of my personal stories, including stories of business leaders, mentors, and sponsors who played a key role in my success. I will also share stories of other diverse individuals who succeeded thanks to different leaders, mentors, sponsors, programs, and initiatives. These stories are great real-life examples of actionable steps leaders can take to develop and unleash talent to benefit individuals, cultures, companies, and, ultimately, companies’ bottom lines.


I hope I have sparked your interest and you will go on this journey with me. I can assure you it will pay off. This book will give you a competitive advantage relative to those overlooking this talent. Ceteris paribus, it may even give you the competitive advantage.


Are you ready to lead your company to unexplored territories and reach new heights? If so, let’s go!
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CHAPTER ONE


THE NEXT GREAT COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE





Tapping Into Hispanic and Other Nontraditional Talent


The thing that makes the world interesting is our differences, not our similarities.


—TIM COOK, CEO OF APPLE INC.


I have a habit. It might sound unusual—but maybe not if you, too, are a minority or a woman in leadership. When I enter a boardroom or organization for a meeting, I take a careful look around the room to see who is there. I am often the only woman and am quite often the only Hispanic, and I am nearly always the only Hispanic woman. After a twenty-five-year career, I have grown accustomed to this reality, but the same may not be the case for the younger generations in similar circumstances. It can be quite intimidating to be the only one.


One such case occurred when I was giving a talk to the Hispanic Latino Association at my undergraduate studies alma mater, the University of Missouri–Saint Louis (UMSL), and a young female student approached me afterward in tears. Most of the other students had already left the room, and empowered by a semblance of privacy, she told me about how she loved and excelled in her classes. However, she felt extremely alone, with no sense of belonging. She was the only woman in her classes, the only Hispanic, and the youngest. She often felt excluded and had no idea how to manage what was happening. As an engineer, she prided herself on always being very practical and rational, but for the first time, these “soft issues” were getting the best of her.


It can be a little lonely and scary looking around the table and being … the only one. One Harvard Business Review article noted:


If men perceive that women lack confidence at meetings, it’s because in many cases they do. Female executives, vastly outnumbered in boardrooms and C-suites and with few role models and sponsors, report feeling alone, unsupported, outside their comfort zones, and unable to advocate forcefully for their perspectives in many high-level meetings. As one said, “It is harder to read the room if there are no other women around the table.”1


I shared some of my story with this student, reassuring her that better days would be ahead. It wouldn’t be easy, but if I had managed to survive and excel, so could she. From listening to my presentation to our conversation afterward, she went from feeling anxious and frustrated to feeling seen and less alone. She wiped her tears, dusted herself off, and headed back to the battlefield with hope.


At first glance, it would appear that my journey to the C-suite and boardroom followed a linear path. However, when I share my story in a public setting, I often like to say I have done everything in my life upside down and inside out. Yet somehow, I have managed to land with my head high and both feet planted on the ground, finding success in a fifteen-year career at the Federal Reserve—including during the financial crisis of 2008—and ultimately becoming a C-suite executive for a Fortune 25 healthcare company in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. I now serve on the boards of a publicly traded company, a privately held company, and several nonprofits, as well as serving on an advisory council for one of the top universities in the United States.


I have been an active participant in boardrooms for more than a decade now. Throughout my professional journey, when I have looked around those boardrooms and at the executives and leaders gathered in them, I could not help but be aware that I was the only one at the table who looked like me—again, frequently the only woman and usually the only Hispanic. As I made my way through my career, I started asking myself why that was. I began questioning why there were not more Hispanics in leadership. This question was especially pertinent since we are a powerful force in the workplace and the world.


The labor market is facing an unstoppable force—something traditional recruitment techniques, benefits and perks, and mission statements cannot overcome. Namely, demographics. The Society for Human Resource Management projects that an aging population and demographic shifts mean the United States will be facing a labor shortage for a decade or more.2 Globally, the picture is not much better.3


Fact: From 2010 to 2021, the overall US population grew by roughly 7 percent. However, the Hispanic population grew by 21 percent.4 The US Department of Labor estimates that by 2030, Hispanics will represent 78 percent of net new workers.5


Also a fact: Through the burst of the dot-com bubble, the Great Recession, and the COVID-19 pandemic, Hispanics have been the primary demographic group fueling the expansion of the US labor force.6 The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projects this trend to continue until at least 2030.7 This represents exceptional potential, countless hidden gems, diamonds in the rough, ready to be shaped, set, and given the opportunity to shine!
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Figure 1.1: Hispanic workers are younger, on average. Source: Kevin Dubina, “Hispanics in the Labor Force: 5 Facts.”8
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Figure 1.2: By 2030, 1 out of 5 workers will be Hispanic. Source: Kevin Dubina, “Hispanics in the Labor Force: 5 Facts.”9
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Figure 1.3: For two decades, Hispanics have led economic growth, and they are projected to do so into 2030. Source: Kevin Dubina, “Hispanics in the Labor Force: 5 Facts.”10





Tapping into and developing this Hispanic pool all the way into senior leadership levels can give businesses a unique competitive advantage. A McKinsey study found that when companies commit themselves to diverse leadership, they are more successful.11 The companies surveyed that placed in the top quartile for gender or racial or ethnic diversity were found to be “more likely to have financial returns above their national industry means,”12 whereas they also found that companies that were instead in the bottom quartile were “statistically less likely to achieve above-average returns.”13


McKinsey reports, “Hispanics are the fastest-growing demographic group in the United States, but they remain underrepresented in leadership roles.”14 In addition, though “the number of Hispanic college graduates has doubled in the last decade … they hold only 3.3 percent of senior leadership positions in S&P 500 companies.”15


For a leader or chief executive officer (CEO), leveraging this opportunity and unlocking the tremendous talent waiting to be unleashed is a smart thing to do from a business perspective. Also, from a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) perspective, this shift can enhance an organization’s brand and reputation as a corporate citizen in the eyes of an increasingly socially conscious consumer base.


In fact, a study in the Journal of Consumer Research indicated that consumers believe that companies with greater ethnic diversity have greater morality, leading to more favorable consumer opinions and behaviors toward the company.16 Hiring Hispanics and other nontraditional candidates (which, for our purposes, includes women, racial minorities, people of color, LBGTQ+, first-generation college graduates, students from nonelite colleges and universities, etc.) and developing them with intention—something we’ll discuss more in later chapters—is essential not only to the bottom line but also to fostering a more productive, engaged workforce and a more supportive client base.


Attracting, retaining, developing, and nurturing top talent in a diverse, inclusive, and welcoming work environment fosters innovation and is an investment in the success of companies. In the following pages, we will examine the state of the current workforce and discuss strategies for growth in a time of global talent disruption. There is real value in profits and revenue that comes from examining your talent recruitment, development, and retention practices through the lens explored in this book.


It is crucial for leaders to join the conversation now, before competitors, other firms, and even nations outcompete us. We’ll focus primarily on the Hispanic workforce, as it is the largest minority in the United States, and because as a Hispanic woman, economist, business leader, C-suite executive, and board director, I have a unique and firsthand perspective on opportunities for talent development strategies for the modern organization. However, the ideas we’ll explore are applicable across demographics and other types of nontraditional talent.


We will also delve into the increasing focus on creating a dynamic corporate culture. For our purposes, corporate culture consists of the values, expectations, norms, and behaviors that define a workplace. Corporate culture is the glue that binds your employees to the motivation to achieve their goals and the company’s goals. Corporate culture is also how customers and consumers view the organization and choose to align with it.


Employees will choose to leave an organization that is not inclusive, positive, and welcoming. In fact, 74 percent say corporate culture affects their productivity and efficiency.17 A full 70 percent of Latino workers in a 2022 Bain survey said feeling included was very important to them when choosing a place of employment.18 If we are serious about tapping into Hispanic and other nontraditional talent, it is essential that everyone feels welcome in the workplace. Unfortunately, 45 percent of Hispanic professionals say this is not their story.19


As mentioned earlier, when it comes to upper management, the C-suite, and boardrooms especially, we do not see many Hispanic leaders, despite the fact that Hispanics are the largest ethnic minority in the United States at 19.1 percent of the total population or about 63.7 million people in 2022.20 This lack of representation can contribute to Hispanic professionals feeling excluded and undervalued in their workplaces. Latino consumers contribute 25 percent of the US gross domestic product (GDP), but compared to the size and economic impact of the US Hispanic population, only 5 percent of the board seats on the 2023 Fortune 1000 list are occupied by Hispanics, according to the latest report by the KPMG Board Leadership Center and the Latino Corporate Directors Association (LCDA).21 Only 4 percent of those boards have more than one Hispanic on them.22 According to the Hispanic Association on Corporate Responsibility (HACR),23 only 5 percent of Fortune 500 corporate board seats are held by Latinos, with only 1 percent held by Latinas. There is currently only one Latina who is a Fortune 500 CEO, and there are only 4 Latina CEOs out of nearly all six thousand publicly-traded companies. And, though we see some Hispanic representation in starting and midlevel roles, invisible roadblocks prevent Hispanics from advancing to senior levels and the boardroom, further reinforcing feelings of exclusion and limiting their potential to contribute fully to their organizations.


For me, that lone Mexican woman, a naturalized American, at the boardroom table, I know that Hispanics are an untapped talent pool. I also know that we will not bring more Hispanics into the boardroom unless we seriously and thoughtfully examine why they are not there already.


I have witnessed firsthand companies that have not found ways to reach, grow, and retain Hispanic talent. I have also witnessed firsthand leaders and companies that have been successful at unleashing this talent and have reaped incredible rewards, both for the culture of their organizations and for their financial performance.


Tapping into, developing, and retaining Hispanic and other nontraditional talent—all the way into the C-suite and boardrooms—is good for business. This book will help you find those hidden gems, shed light on what roadblocks nontraditional candidates face, and provide insights on how to help them move beyond those barriers and reach their full potential. Accessing and developing this untapped labor pool helps organizations mine these diamonds in the rough and shape them to help achieve strong business results.


For example, companies like JPMorgan Chase & Co., which topped the 2023 LATINA Style 50 Special Report of the best companies for Latinas to work for in the United States, recognize the value of both actively recruiting and engaging Hispanic employees while also ensuring the company culture supports and rewards their contributions. As JPMorgan Chase chairman and CEO Jamie Dimon states, “Our business is stronger when our economy is more inclusive.”24


The top-ranking companies on the LATINA Style 50 Special Report were evaluated based on factors deemed most important to Latinas in the workplace, many of which meet the criteria of diversity, inclusion, and belonging. These included programs encourage training, mentorship, and promotion of Latinas within the company and consider the number of Latina executives, Latina retention, educational opportunities, employee benefits, job retraining, affinity groups, and Hispanic community relations.25 In addition to JPMorgan Chase, Bank of America, Accenture, Raytheon Technologies, Wells Fargo & Company, and Johnson & Johnson also earned a top place on this list.


As these and other organizations reap the rewards of revisiting their programs—whether that involves mentoring and sponsorships, refined recruitment and retention tactics, or improving metrics and analysis—more companies will realize the inherent value the Hispanic pipeline represents. This is not just a growing demographic force but also a rich source of talent and innovation that can drive business success in an increasingly diverse and globally connected world.


Understanding Hispanics: We Are Not a Monolith


Despite the evidence supporting hiring, retaining, and promoting Hispanic and other nontraditional candidates, one of the major issues hindering Hispanics in the workplace is that we are often seen as a monolithic group. We aren’t. Rather, we are a mélange of cultures and traditions and peoples; we are people from all over the world; we may be of Brazilian descent, Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, or Honduran, or from Spain itself, or many other places. We may be new Americans, or we may be second- and third-generation Americans who retain our family’s cultural elements, language, and traditions. So, before I move on in the book, I want to explain my use of the word “Hispanic.”


Since we are not a monolith, the words we use to describe ourselves are as varied as we are. Someone might say they are Mexican American; another may prefer Latino, Latina, or Latinx; or they may identify according to their country. For example, someone might say, “I am Cuban,” as opposed to “I am Hispanic.” Others may be Afro-Latino and have two “identities,” if you will.


Latino/Latina may be used more by people from Latin America, and Hispanic may be the identifier those who trace their ancestry to Spain may use. Increasingly, people choose not to identify as one race or ethnicity and may say they are “mixed,” “biracial,” or “multiracial.” I was born in Mexico City, have Spanish heritage, and am a proud Mexican, Latina, and Hispanic. For consistency throughout the book, I will primarily be using “Hispanic”; however, rest assured, I mean to include all Hispanic and Latin people—however they self-identify.


Diversity of background and experiences—spanning gender, sexual orientation, age, ethnicity, technical expertise, socioeconomic status, and more—fuels robust analysis and innovative problem-solving. James Surowiecki’s The Wisdom of Crowds: Why the Many Are Smarter Than the Few and How Collective Wisdom Shapes Business, Economies, Societies, and Nations, published back in 2004, continues to demonstrate today how diversity improves decision-making.


A McKinsey report also underscores the business case for diversity, noting that companies in the top quartile for gender diversity on executive teams were 39 percent more likely to experience above-average profitability than peer companies in the fourth quartile.26 This likelihood is the same for ethnic and cultural diversity, up from 36 percent in 2019, 33 percent in 2017, and 35 percent in 2014.27 Homogeneity does nothing to invite varying opinions from different backgrounds—and the creativity that affords.


In fact, as discussed further (and with supporting data) in chapter 6, the Carlyle Group also found that those portfolio companies with two or more diverse board members experienced earnings growth nearly 12 percent higher per year compared to those lacking diversity.28 Even beyond the bottom line, it is extremely challenging to attract top talent without a commitment to diversity. A Pew Research study revealed that 61 percent of women say diversity in the workplace is important to them.29 A Gartner survey attributes a 20 percent improvement in intent-to-stay at diverse workplaces and a 12 percent improvement in performance.30


Why is diversity valued so highly among workers? Because diversity of background and experiences makes for more robust and deep analysis of issues. Differing viewpoints that explore a breadth of experiences help the most innovative and imaginative ideas emerge.


Now I want to be very clear that I am not advocating that leaders hand-select Hispanics. As a C-suite executive myself, I always look for the best talent. And finding the best talent is not about race, gender, age, or ethnicity. It is about making sure we are using tools and processes that enable us to not exclude, but rather also include and look at, Hispanic and other nontraditional talent pools.


In this and all other respects, one of the most inspirational leaders I have ever had the privilege to work with was the chairman and CEO of Centene, the late Michael Neidorff. I joined Michael’s team as his chief communications officer (CCO) in 2015. Michael became the CEO in 1996 and led the company in a remarkable journey from a $40 million single private health plan with two hundred employees to a multinational $125 billion publicly traded healthcare enterprise serving twenty-five million members. At the time of Michael’s passing in 2022, Centene had grown to nearly seventy-six thousand employees serving all fifty states and three international markets. It was ranked #24 in the Fortune 500 list. Yet, the ranking Michael was most proud of was the 2019 Fortune Change the World list, in which Centene ranked #7 for innovative business strategies that positively impact the world, or companies “doing well by doing good.”31


Michael often reminisced about a time when he knew the name of every employee in the company, and he made a habit of buying breakfast or lunch for the employees behind him in the cafeteria line. He was a huge advocate for diversity and would often remind his employees that we were all in our roles not because of our gender, race, ethnicity, or age but rather because we were the best people for the job. This statement often made some leaders uncomfortable, but it resonated with me as a minority. It was important for me as a professional to feel confident that I had been selected for my role not because I was a woman, Hispanic, or young/middle-aged, but because I was the best person for the job, with the best experience and qualifications. It was important to know that we had been selected because of what we brought to the table, not because we were a box to check off.


Michael’s approach—find and select the best talent regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, or age—exemplifies the importance of understanding cultural differences that may inadvertently hinder the advancement of key talent. This understanding is essential for CEOs, decision-makers, business leaders, and anyone focused on creating high-achieving leadership teams.


In this book, I will share the stories of Hispanic, female, and other leaders, both nontraditional and traditional, who have made a significant impact in their fields. Through a blend of personal narratives, data, and research, I examine the strategic importance and business rationale for the representation of Hispanics and other nontraditional talent in upper management, the C-suite, and boardrooms. I identify the mindsets, cultural norms, and institutional structures that create barriers to executive-level advancement for minorities and underrepresented groups. Importantly, I explore critical, transformative shifts, and initiatives that leaders and organizations can implement to attract, retain, and develop Hispanic leaders and other top nontraditional talent.


I want us as business leaders and as a society to move beyond a compliance- and legal-based understanding of diversity, equity, and inclusion, to a results-oriented examination of the specific strategic benefits of developing a talent pipeline of Hispanic and other nontraditional leaders. Again, it makes business sense. After all, a leadership team that reflects your customers and your community will position your organization for success.


The Hispanic Revolution


We tend to associate the word “revolution” with rapid, radical change—or even the overthrowing of government. But revolution is also about fundamental change, and it does not have to happen overnight. As I moved into leadership positions in my career, I found the idea that we could effect real change by attracting, growing, and developing more Hispanic talent to be exciting and revolutionary in its own way.


The data consistently demonstrates that Hispanics are here—and we are a force. Hispanics are one out of every five people in the United States. We are estimated to drive 25 percent of the country’s GDP.32 Since the financial crisis of 2008 and its impact on the labor force, Hispanics have contributed to more than three-quarters of labor force growth in the United States,33 despite the fact that, according to the BLS, Hispanics represent 18 percent of the total labor force.34


Perhaps this is the most compelling number in this Hispanic Revolution—and the most significant number for any leader trying to grow and improve their talent workforce: six out of every ten Hispanics are aged thirty-five or younger.35 Those are your consumers, employees, and leaders of the future. Think of tapping into all that potential!


In addition, according to the 2023 Official LDC US Latino GDP Report, Latinos contribute $3.2 trillion to the US economy, which is 14 percent of the US GDP. If Latinos in the United States were a standalone economy, they would be the fifth largest economy in the world.
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Figure 1.4: With the Hispanic GDP rivaling that of first-world nations, combined with the fact that the Hispanic population continues to see significant growth and is comparably much younger on average than other demographics, organizations stand to gain a competitive advantage in the global economy by tapping into this underutilized talent pool. Source: Dennis Hoffman and José A. Jurado, “The 2023 Official LDC U.S. Latino GDP Report,” sixth ed., Arizona State University, produced by the Latino Data Collaborative with Wells Fargo, accessed March 2024.36





BRINGING THE REVOLUTION TO THE BOARDROOM AND THE C-SUITE


I will never forget the talk I gave at the Hispanic Latino Association at my undergraduate studies alma mater, UMSL. As I gave my remarks, I thought about all the potential sitting in that room. These were very bright minds who were thirsty for knowledge and hungry for success. They could be future C-suite executives, CEOs, and board directors. I witnessed their excitement firsthand, their passion for learning. I could feel their energy. Then I began to think not only about who was in that room, but who wasn’t: CEOs, other C-suite executives, and senior leaders. The same leaders and corporate board members I talk with every day who are wondering why their organizations aren’t diverse and representative at the senior level, and who often reach out to me for help finding more talent like me—but here that talent was, right in that very room, untapped, waiting to be discovered. And I was the only executive there. Why weren’t there any other executives in that room?


Hispanic professionals make up just 5 percent of the C-suite,37 as well as only 5 percent of board seats.38 Today, large investors are pressured to include ethnic and gender diversity in their portfolio. Publicly traded companies are also under pressure to increase representation in their boards of directors.39 Tapping into this talent will not only ensure organizations meet the expectations and demands of their investors to have diversity in their boards, but it will also unleash solid top talent—diamonds waiting to be shaped. Later chapters will explore solutions and actionable steps leaders and organizations can take to bring Hispanic talent to the executive level, but first, let’s review some of the common reasons Hispanics struggle to advance into senior leadership in corporate America.


A Lack of Hispanic Mentors


Fewer Hispanics in executive positions means fewer Hispanic mentors. My own mentors and sponsors over the years have been primarily middle-aged white males. These were the people in the top leadership roles. They took the time to get to know me. They challenged me. They pushed me hard, they guided me, and they championed me, even though I looked, thought, and sounded nothing like them.


Mentoring matters. In a March 2024 Bloomberg article, “DEI Isn’t the Only Way to Diversify Your Company,” which will be discussed in more depth in chapter 4, journalist Sarah Green Carmichael reports that mentoring is actually among those company initiatives that have been documented to move the needle on clearing pathways for diverse employees.40 Nonetheless, the data shows that my fortunate mentoring experience is not the norm for most Hispanic professionals. An IBM survey found that


41 percent of the Hispanic executives surveyed say they have benefitted from formal mentoring and on-the-job training, but only 26 percent of junior managers say they have access to these mentorship programs and only 31 percent say they have access to workplace training. Perhaps as a result, only one in five junior managers say they feel empowered to overcome professional challenges.41


IBM’s Innovation Jam is just one of many examples of productive mentoring events. These are spaces designed wherein participants can share their industry experiences, challenges, and opportunities in a community of peers and allies. In IBM’s report on its Hispanic Jam, where attendees discussed the impact of bias on Hispanics, the Hispanic experience in the workplace, and other topics, a participant was quoted as saying:


As we all know, mentors can help provide valuable insights and advice. But mentors talk to you; sponsors talk about you. [Hispanic] professionals need sponsors who will advocate on our behalf, particularly when promotion and appointment decisions are being made. While we can pick our mentors, sponsors have to pick us.42


One of the best ways I have heard people describe the difference between mentors and sponsors is that mentors are in the room with their mentees and sponsors are not. By that, they mean mentors provide ongoing guidance on project management, strategic planning, and communication skills. Sponsors are high enough in leadership to suggest someone for a specific project or leadership role—but they will not oversee it hands-on. Instead, sponsors, in essence, advocate for someone—and take on the risk of advocating for that person in their career as a reflection of their judgment and insights in choosing their protégé. The sponsor is investing in their protégé and sees them as part of the company’s leadership moving forward. Great leaders are invested not just in the now of their leadership but also in the company’s future.


As we continue through the book, you will hear from mentors and sponsors themselves, as well as people like me who have been mentored and sponsored as they ascended through their careers. It is essential that those types of relationships and opportunities are available, encouraged, and even expected for Hispanics and other minorities, despite cultural differences that may make it awkward for those relationships to naturally flourish. Organizations and leaders must be intentional about mentoring and sponsorship, especially if these relationships are not happening organically.


Fostering a Culture of Collaboration


I want to be very careful about painting any group with a broad brush. After all, Hispanics are often stereotyped, and that is the last thing I would want to do. As stated earlier, we are not a monolith, and neither is any other demographic group. The untapped value of diverse knowledge and experience in the workplace is beyond measure. However, I have observed that in my own Hispanic culture, we are often told to be humble and modest, to put our heads down and work hard, and to not make waves. This is not conducive to being noticed at work.
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