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Who Are these Outstanding Individuals? 

Nominated by employers or colleagues, Black Leaders Worth Watching 

are confident, determined, high-performing, purpose-driven profession- 

als who create value for their coworkers, customers, community, and  

of course, the organizations where they contribute their talents. 

Throughout its history, Profiles in Diversity Journal has recognized  

thousands of men and women from around the world who are making  

a difference. The profiles that will appear in this important edition will  

recognize and celebrate our third group of Black Leaders Worth Watch-

ing awardees, and enhance the reputations of the organizations that 

encourage, empower, and support these trailblazing individuals. 
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The murder of George Floyd, 
and similar tragedies, prompted 
Americans to notice the racial ineq-uities in aspects of our society. As a Black attorney in private practice, I have looked at the need to grow diverse leadership in corporate 
law departments. According to 
the Minority Corporate Counsel 
Association’s August 2021 Fortune 1000 survey, less than 12 percent 
of Fortune 1000 companies have a person of color as a general counsel and only 4.8 percent have a Black general counsel.  

Despite these figures, I retain 
some hope for a few reasons. 

First, I see innovative efforts, 
like the Black General Counsel 2025 Initiative, preparing talented Black lawyers to lead large legal depart-ments. Recognizing that becoming a general counsel takes years of de-veloping skills, relationships, and experience, this program is rightly building a pipeline to repudiate the excuse that there are no “qualified” candidates for these positions. 

Second, because diverse lead-
ership is a business imperative, I 
expect that shareholders, boards, 
and even regulators will continue to focus on this issue. One way  
a company can respond to this is  by showcasing diversity in its  
legal team, given that general  
counsels are key leaders in an  
organization and set the direction for an enterprise.

I have my own experience to 
draw on. Before joining Dechert, I was the general counsel for Phila-
delphia—a role we call city solici-
tor. In this role, I led more than 215 attorneys and controlled an outside counsel budget in the millions. I 
saw the impact of my role in the 
diversity initiatives we put in place; in how my very presence often 
gave me, and my organization, 
tremendous credibility in advanc-
ing some of our programs (like the so-called Rooney rule that requires a diverse candidate be interviewed for each position); and in how we selected outside counsel.   

To be clear, retaining a diverse 
general counsel is not a talisman 
and, in truth, there are countless 
other ways to promote and encour-age diversity and inclusion in legal departments. I know how sophis-
ticated companies have become in demanding that lawyers advance more diverse teams to handle their matters. I also see general counsels discussing novel approaches like 
diversity audits, which my Dechert colleagues and I have used to assist companies in reviewing their D&I efforts to identify issues before they become problematic. And, unlike 
other diversity consultants, our 
work is done in a privileged way to give companies the chance to focus on addressing them.

Yet the goal of trying to cultivate diverse leadership must continue unabated. I have the great fortune to know some of the Black general counsels in the MCCA’s survey. 
Each is fierce, committed, and 
strategic. Let’s continue the work to find others like them.

Why I Still See Reason to Hope

Sozi Pedro Tulante
Partner
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Education: JD cum laude, Harvard Law School; AB cum laude, Harvard UniversityCompany Name: Dechert LLP
Industry: Law
Company CEO: Henry N. Nassau
Company Headquarters Location: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania/New York, New YorkNumber of Employees: Approximately 2,000
Your Location (if different from above): Philadelphia, PennsylvaniaWords you live by: “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice,” – Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. It reminds me that change sometimes has to be viewed in a broader lens.
Who is your personal hero? My father (Manuel Sozinho) and Nelson MandelaWhat book are you reading? Tram 83 by Fiston Mwanza Mujila, a Congolese authorWhat was your first job? My first real job was as an attendant at the Freshman Union  at Harvard. I separated the utensils and helped feed them into the big dishwasher.Favorite charity: Nationalities Service Center, Philadelphia’s leading immigrant and refugee service organization

Interests: Soccer, especially Arsenal Football Club
Family: I am married with three kids, who are the highlight of my life.
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More than two decades ago, I 
began a journey of exploration, 
and quickly learned that the best 
plans can have alternate routes to 
success. My interest in technology 
developed with limited exposure; 
I grew up in rural Mississippi, the 
youngest child of sharecroppers. 
It was still considered a “dream” 
to attend college, yet my parents 
encouraged me with complete 
support to pursue my goals. 

Continuing my education 
required me to work full time 
while attending college. After 
graduating during a difficult 
economic period, I redirected 
my career focus from technolo-
gy, briefly, to what has become 
a full-circle career evolution. I 
worked in supply chain/logistics 
and discovered that my analytical 

skills and attention to detail would 
lead me to new opportunities in 
global trade compliance. While 
working with a senior executive, 
I asked for insight on what would 
produce an immediate return 
on investment for my career. He 
recommended taking the Licensed 
Customs Broker Exam. I studied 
for the next two years and, after 
shortfalls, I passed the exam. The 
pass rate at that time was about 
two percent nationally. I am now 
employed with a leading company 
in semiconductors and technology 
that utilizes my vast experience 
and my technical background.

A trait I found to be essential in 
my career has been resilience. In 
personal and professional endeav-
ors, you can expect to encounter 
obstacles and setbacks. Internal 

resilience helped me recover from 
diversions and disappointments 
I experienced in my career. Plan, 
execute, evaluate, and repeat has 
been my simplified life approach. 
You can be resilient if you believe 
strongly that initial delays are not 
the ultimate outcome. 

I would also like to express 
my gratitude to the mentors who 
have guided me throughout my 
career. Many of my mentors were 
not aware of the title I have be-
stowed on them. However, their 
positive impact on my career has 
proved significant and valuable. 
My mentors contributed to my 
professional growth by offering 
different perspectives. Perform 
and strive for excellence. There 
are many paths to career and 
personal success.

Indirect Paths to Success: the Making of a Leader

Yolanda R. Williams
Senior Manager, Global  
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Education: BS, computer engineering technology, Memphis State University; BS, 

information technology, DeVry University; U.S. Customs Broker License, Customs and 

Border Protection

Company Name: Advanced Micro Devices (AMD)

Industry: Semiconductor

Company CEO: Dr. Lisa Su

Company Headquarters Location: Santa Clara, California

Number of Employees: 14,000

Your Location (if different from above): Austin, Texas

Words you live by: Challenges are uncomfortable opportunities for growth. Lead 

with words and action!

Who is your personal hero? My mother, Onnie Lee Williams, a woman who  

displayed strength, integrity, and resilience

What book are you reading? Becoming a Strategic Leader: Your Role in Your 

Organization’s Enduring Success by Richard L. Hughes; other personal/professional 

development books

What was your first job: Cashier at McDonalds 

Favorite charity: American Heart Association, my local church, and  

Innocence Project

Interests: Fitness/Nutrition, travel, and live music

Family: Brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews and beyond; my living family currently 

spans five generations.
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Many lawyers will tell you that 
it was their childhood dream to 
become an attorney. I am not one of 
those lawyers. 

In fact, when I entered Boston 
College Law School, I was still un-
certain whether I wanted to actually 
practice law. I had applied to law 
school at the encouragement of 
my college advisor, who said a law 
degree would give me a wide range 
of career options, legal and beyond. 

That advisor—my first true men-
tor—led me to law. I gained three 
more mentors during law school, 
whose guidance allowed me to 
secure a “big law” job for my 1L 
summer, officially kicking off my 
legal career. And today, as a senior 
associate at Latham & Watkins, I am 
grateful to dozens of mentors who 
have counseled me every step of 
the way.

As my list of mentors has ex-
panded over the years, so has my 
perspective on mentorship. I used to 

think of it as a formal advisory rela-
tionship with a senior colleague, but 
I have since learned that it can be 
far more fluid and less hierarchical. 
I certainly look to senior attorneys 
for guidance—one of my strongest 
mentors is Manu Gayatrinath, a part-
ner in Latham’s finance group, who 
has taught me invaluable lessons 
about being a woman of color in 
this profession. But I have also built 
relationships with several junior asso-
ciates whose insights have shaped 
me into a better supervisor and a 
stronger leader. Attorneys outside 
Latham have counseled me on busi-
ness development; mentors outside 
the legal profession have provided 
guidance on topics, such as being 
authentic at work and balancing 
competing demands. I think of these 
people collectively as my “personal 
board of directors,” each of whom 
has shared hard-earned lessons and 
helped me view my career in a more 
holistic way.

Mentorship has been a critical 
part of my success to date, and I have 
made it a priority to pay it forward 
by pouring energy and attention 
into younger Black lawyers and law 
students, whenever I can. Informal 
mentoring has been a large part of 
this, but I have also looked to for-
mal avenues such as participating 
in Latham’s Black Lawyers Group 
global mentoring program, partnering 
with Thurgood Marshall Academy (a 
predominately Black charter school 
in Washington, DC that focuses 
on educating students about law, 
democracy, and civics), and being an 
advisor to The Black BigLaw Pipeline 
(a nonprofit organization established 
to provide support and substantive 
training for Black attorneys in large 
law firms). 

As I move forward in my career,  
I know that mentorship—and my  
growing network of mentors and 
mentees—will continue to play a  
major role.

A Community of Mentors 
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Jennifer M. Kent
Senior Associate

Education: JD magna cum laude, Boston College Law School; BS cum laude,  University of Maryland, Baltimore County 
Company Name: Latham & Watkins LLP
Industry: Law
Company CEO: N/A
Company Headquarters Location: N/A
Number of Employees: 5,000+
Your Location (if different from above): Washington, DC
Words you live by: Lift as you climb.
Who is your personal hero? Bryan Stevenson
What book are you reading? Crying in H Mart by Michelle Zauner
What was your first job? Cashier at a Wendy’s fast food restaurant
Favorite charity: Horton’s Kids, a Washington, DC nonprofit, providing academic, youth development, and basic needs support to help children succeed
Interests: Going to see live music, traveling, and trying new restaurants

Reprinted with the permission of PDJ.
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Nicole A. Spence
Senior Attorney, Intellectual  

Property Law

Throughout my legal career (thus 

far), I have received various nuggets 

of wisdom. However, two of the 

most useful pieces of advice that I 

received are these: (1) “Build and 

own your brand”; and (2) “Be your 

own rainmaker.” 

Build and Own Your Brand

As professionals, each of us has 

a reputation and a brand. Unfor-

tunately, changing that brand can 

be difficult, depending on the size 

of your circle or your company. As 

such, it is very important (if not our 

primary responsibility) to build a rep-

utation that truly represents us. For 

me, I am constantly working toward 

building a brand that reflects that I 

am down to earth, passionate, and 

knowledgeable about the intersec-

tion of technology and the law. 

In addition, this advice required 

me to own my brand. I had to be-

come comfortable with celebrating 

(not downplaying) my successes. I 

could not continue with the mind-

set that if I keep my head down 

and work hard, opportunities will 

follow. Instead, I am intentional 

with the skills I am mastering, and 

the attitude I project when faced 

with adversity. I strongly encourage 

others to think about the brand they 

want, and work toward building and 

owning it.

Be Your Own Rainmaker

Beyond building and owning 

your brand, many times you have 

to be your own rainmaker or create 

your own opportunities. I had my 

first major “rainmaker” experience, 

when I decided to change the 

direction of my career and start my 

own law practice. This meant that 

I moved from a traditional and safe 

law-firm structure, in which I was a 

litigator for more than seven years, 

to work directly with tech start-ups. I 

was responsible for gaining the skills 

I needed to serve my clients, as well 

as stepping out of my comfort zone 

to attract and retain clients. 

To better communicate and ad-

vise my clients, I learned to code in 

Java Script and Python, and became 

a front-end web developer. To grow, 

I learned when to ask for help. To 

steer my career, I determined which 

cases I should take and which cli-

ents I wanted to work with. Through 

these lessons, I was able to provide 

solid legal advice to clients who truly 

needed it and change the course of 

my career. 
This was one of the most reward-

ing and yet uncomfortable experi-

ences of my legal career (thus far)! 

I strongly encourage others to step 

outside of their comfort zone and be 

their own rainmaker in their career 

and their life. 

Step Outside Your Comfort Zone at Work and in Life
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Education: JD, New York Law School; dual BA, history and biology, Smith College

Company Name: IBM

Industry: Technology

Company CEO: Arvind Krishna

Company Headquarters Location: Armonk, New York

Number of Employees: 345,900 (worldwide)

Words you live by: “Your attitude . . . will determine your altitude.” – Zig Ziglar; “To whom 

much is given, much will be required.” –Luke 12:48 (KJV)

Who is your personal hero? My parents

What book are you reading? Pierced by the Sun by Laura Esquivel

What was your first job? Lifeguard, NYC Parks & Recreation

Favorite charity: Wildlife Conservation Society

Interests: Traveling, baking, and home renovation projects

Family: My husband, Timothy, and two children: Quentin (4 years) and Annalisa (9 months)
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I have always been passionate 
about leadership because it comes 
naturally to me. I grew up in 
Queens, New York, in a Caribbe-
an household with three younger 
siblings, and it has always been my 
desire/duty to teach and develop 
them. This has permeated through 
so many facets of my life—at work, 
church, school, and even in sports. 

I was blessed with first-class 
mentorship from birth as my 
grandfather always guided me to 
lead, yet to also learn how to effec-
tively follow. Considering this, my 
capacity to learn has always been 
heightened. I was taught to pay it 
forward, give back to those who 
need it most, and encourage their 
development. Early in my career, 
one of my mentors taught me that 
it gets lonely at the top. Therefore, 
it is always best to lift as you climb, 

and that has always been my man-
tra for growth during my journey. 
I teach and empower so that I may 
continue to learn and grow.

Leadership on all levels was 
tested during this pandemic, and 
that, coupled with the extrication of 
social injustices, has allowed many 
of us the opportunity to sharpen 
our various skill sets. The learning 
and growth we have experienced 
over the past 18+ months may have 
been untraditional, but they have 
also been gratifying and rewarding 
to some. We have learned a great 
deal about who we are, how we 
feel, and how we view one another. 
Awareness of many of these biases; 
whether conscious or unconscious, 
has enabled us to understand one 
another and determine what is 
important to us as individuals. This 
transparency has given us hope 

and has enhanced not only the 
workplace but humanity. 

Personally, my support lies in 
my faith, and my immediate house-
hold is a loving product of that. 
Similarly, the support of my lead-
ership team and colleagues at work 
has had a comparable effect on my 
career growth. Nurture those rela-
tionships, and attempt to practice 
the same disciplined principles of 
leadership, service, and community 
in all that you do, and notice the 
satisfaction and change in your life.  

I charge us all to take this mo-
mentum and apply our newfound 
understanding as we all continue 
to lead—from the front, the back, 
or from within. Utilize your sharp-
ened skill sets and newly discov-
ered awareness to effect change and 
achieve balance. And remember: 
Forward! Always forward.

Forward! Always Forward!

Fritz E.R. Jeffries III
Regional Operations Director,  

Investment and Capital Markets 20
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Education: Bachelor of Arts, Lincoln University of Pennsylvania

Company Name: Freddie Mac

Industry: Financial Services

Company CEO: Michael DeVito

Company Headquarters Location: McLean, Virginia

Number of Employees: Approximately 6,800

Your Location (if different from above): Dallas, Texas

Words you live by: Adelante, siempre adelante! / Forward, always forward!

Who is your personal hero? My Grandfather

What book are you reading? The Checklist Manifesto by Atul Gawande

What was your first job? Union Bank of Switzerland (mailroom clerk)

Favorite charity: The Thurgood Marshall College Fund

Interests: God, family, and basketball. In that Order. LOL!

Family: 1 beautiful bride (Khyra); 2 daughters, Persia(16) and Kamdyn (8); and  

2 sons, Elihu (10) and Graeme (3)

NOMINATION 
DEADLINE:

September 16, 2022

Your nomination allows us to 
showcase and honor these 

Black Leaders and recognize 
the inclusive organizations 
that support their success. 

Our crystal award (see 
above) provides each recipi-
ent with a lasting reminder  
of this prestigious honor. It 
will be shipped directly to 
your designee for internal 

celebrations at organizations 
around the globe.

For more than two decades Profiles in Diversity Journal has showcased and honored individuals who have 

blazed new trails, led the way, mentored others, advanced diversity and inclusion in the workplace and the 

community, and excelled in their chosen fields. In the upcoming 4th Quarter issue of the magazine, PDJ will 

recognize Black Leaders with our third Black Leaders Worth Watching Awards.

Profiles in Diversity Journal is proud to honor these individuals who contribute to the success of  

your organization. We invite you to join us in this endeavor by nominating one or more members  

of your team who, through their advocacy, perseverance, legacy, or professional achievements,  

have triumphed over racism and bias to become Black Leaders Worth Watching. 

Your nomination of a Black Leader Worth Watching, or multiple Black Leaders Worth Watching,  

affords you an important opportunity to recognize and showcase the talents, ambition, and  

achievements of these exceptional people, while also voicing your support of a truly diverse  

and inclusive workplace.



Questions? Contact James Rector, Publisher

Email: JamesRector@diversityjournal.com     Office: 440-892-0444     Direct: 440-899-9223     Mobile: 440-662-9770
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Complete Your Nomination in 3 Steps

 1. Provide important nomination information on pages 3 & 4 of this document.

  Nominations will be reviewed and judged based on the brief bio you provide, which may  
  include contributions and achievements in support of Black colleagues, customers, or  
  communities, and in other areas the nominator deems important:

  • Professional Achievement

  • Innovation

  • Mentorship

  • Community Involvement

  • Leadership

 2. Complete the Nomination Processing Fee Area on Page 4

  There is a $495 non-refundable processing fee per nomination, which must be  
  received by the nomination deadline, September 16, 2022, to be eligible for this award.

 3. Upload* Your Completed Nomination document by September 16, 2022  
  at https://diversityjournal.com/upload/.

  * Nomination forms must be submitted/uploaded via PDJ’s secure online portal  
  (https://diversityjournal.com/upload/). Email submissions will not be accepted!

It’s that Easy 

If your nominee should be selected as a 2022 Black Leader Worth Watching award recipient, we will 
notify both your successful nominee and the person who nominated him or her. We’ll also send each 
nominee a Question & Answer packet. He or she will be asked to answer a few questions, write a brief 
essay, and provide a high-resolution photograph of him- or herself, as well as a digital version of your 
organization’s logo. Each nominee’s photograph, essay, and professional information will appear on a 
dedicated full page in our Q4 2022 issue. Just complete the Nomination area on pages 3 and 4. Then, 
upload this completed pdf and submit your entry fee here: 

https://diversityjournal.com/upload/

DEADLINE for Nominations: September 16, 2022
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My parents have been instru-
mental in my success. As a little 
girl, they had the word “PEACE” spelled out in big brown letters 
above our dining room table. They had pictures of African kings and queens on the walls all over our 
home. My parents were entre-
preneurs—real estate investors, 
and owners of a restaurant, a 
home-cleaning business, and a gas station. Growing up in this environ-ment forever changed the trajectory of my life. 

I wasn’t one to ask many ques-
tions, but I watched, and I listened, and I emulated everything I saw 
as I entered into the world—from 

the grace and poise of my mother to the quiet confidence my father 
carried. He was never loud, but  
I witnessed the way other men  
respected and admired him. He 
was granted so much reverence 
from others.

I started my career in the mort-gage industry more than 24 years ago. I didn’t realize until then that it was much more difficult for Black people to achieve homeownership than it was for other cultures. I 
purchased my first home at the age of 25 and experienced so much fear because I thought I would be told no. It then became my mission to 
educate my community and en-

courage more people that looked 
like me to take this journey.

Over my career, I have helped 
so many families attain the dream of homeownership, and it is my 
mission to help thousands more. I get so much joy from sharing this journey with my clients, as they 
navigate this process, even as they are dealing with stress, anxiety, 
and fear. I am honored to walk 
with them every step of the way 
because I know what is on the oth-er side. I am lucky to be a witness to the feeling of triumph as my 
clients enjoy, knowing they have 
accomplished their birthright—to be homeowners.

Mentorship begins at home

Nisaa R. El-Hasan
Senior Loan Consultant

Education: Bachelor’s degree in Business AdministrationCompany Name: New American Funding
Industry: Mortgage
Company CEO: Rick Arvielo 
Company Headquarters Location: Tustin, California
Number of Employees: 4,500
Your Location (if different from above): St. Louis, MissouriWords you live by: The commitment to do well and to be well is a lifetime of choices that you make daily. The space to live in is not “I’ll try,” not “I want to,” not “I really want to,” it’s “I have decided.”
Who is your personal hero? My momma, Marviene JamesonWhat book are you reading? Rereading The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success by  Deepak Chopra
What was your first job? My first job was working with my mom at her home  cleaning business
Interests: I enjoy exercising and being outside in nature. I also love to travel with  my girlfriends.
Family: I have a 12-year-old beautiful daughter, Nalani Mae Rose.
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Over my career, I have helped so many families attain the dream of homeownership, and it is my mission to help thousands more. 

“
”
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My parents were born and 
raised in southeast Texas, the son 
and daughter of descendants of 
slaves, field laborers, European 
immigrants, and Native Amer-
icans. My father enlisted in the 
Air Force in order to leave the Jim 
Crow South and start a family 
elsewhere. As a young man I 
remember my father’s advice, my 
uncles’ experiences, and my own 
experiences, which served as cau-
tionary lessons regarding whom 
to trust, where I would be accept-
ed, and that my aspirations would 
need to be minimized. 

I spent my coming-of-age years 
in Phoenix, Arizona, where my 
father eventually retired. During 
this stage of my life, I was for-
tunate enough to be influenced 
by a few special individuals, 
namely teachers, who recognized 
my reluctance to realize my full 
potential. A teacher once told me 
that I could be president of the 
United States, another teacher told 

me I could be anything I desired 
if I put my mind to it and worked 
hard. Along the way others set a 
high bar for me and I soon found 
myself overcoming and achiev-
ing through a simple formula of 
dedication, hard work, and asking 
for help. 

During this time I also saw 
my mother go from working as a 
housekeeper to becoming a regis-
tered medical assistant who was 
well rewarded for her hard work 
and loyalty by the same physi-
cians she started and ended her 
career with. 

Through my college years,  
Marine Corps experience, and 
early career I encountered individ-
uals who deliberately tried to  
dissuade me from moving for-
ward due to their backward 
attitudes. I am grateful to have 
mentors, colleagues, and friends 
with similar shared experiences 
who offered the right advice on 
how to persevere, and they con-

tinue to do so today.    
I share this story about me 

betting that that most of us who 
approach each day with a high 
level of passion for whatever we 
do, have likely felt at some point 
in our lives our aspirations were 
constrained or were bluntly told we 
could not do or overcome some-
thing. Then there is that moment, 
through an accumulation of experi-
ences and emotions, when we make 
a daily commitment to overcoming 
and defeating “the cannot.” For me, 
the word cannot is a noun, with an 
innate existence. The cannot takes 
various forms—from people, to 
adverse business cultures, a pes-
simistic team attitude, or threats 
to business objectives. There is a 
feeling that I can’t truly describe 
that comes with overcoming the 
cannot, especially when teamwork 
is involved. It is just simply this 
for me, the daily grind of working 
against and overcoming the cannot 
is my driving force.     

The Cannot Is My Driving Force    

James Poullard, Jr.
Senior Vice President of Support  

Services, Health Equity and Experience 20
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Education: Doctor of Pharmacy, University of Arizona; MBA, Our Lady of the  

Lake University

Company Name: Kindred Healthcare

Industry: Healthcare Services

Company CEO: Benjamin A Breier 

Company Headquarters Location: Louisville, Kentucky

Number of Employees: 24,000

Your Location (if different from above): Nashville, Tennessee

Words you live by: “Actions speak louder than words.” –Abraham Lincoln  

Who is your personal hero? I have many, but my mom is my favorite.  

What book are you reading? Leaders Eat Last by Simon Sinek; Just Medicine by 

Dayna Bowen Matthew

What was your first job? Mowing lawns

Favorite charity: Carter Girls, supporting disadvantaged young women in their 

STEM/fine arts pursuits.          

Interests: Fishing, cooking, and traveling

Family: Kim, my wife of 25 years, and my children: James III (24): Jonathan (20); and 

Jackson (18)   

Reprinted with the permission of PDJ.
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Whytne Brooks
Vice President, Office of  
Governmental Affairs

I’m incredibly fortunate to have 
a job I love. It challenges me on a 
regular basis and taps into several 
different parts of my skill set and 
personality, and I wouldn’t be here if 
it weren’t for supportive and insight-
ful mentors.  

Members of the U.S. Congress 
come from all walks of life with a 
variety of approaches to policy and 
legislating, but they share a com-
mon goal of advancing our journey 
to a more perfect Union. To be an 
effective advocate among them 
requires a predisposition for rela-
tionship-building, authenticity, and a 
dash of optimism. I’ve always been 
a people person. I love hearing peo-
ple’s stories and find a great deal of 

pleasure in the moments when you 
can see beyond a person’s shiny 
exterior and learn what motivates 
them, what keeps them up at night, 
or where their passion lies. My men-
tors at New York Life took the time 
to learn this about me and identified 
this role as an opportunity. Without 
their insight and encouragement, I 
wouldn’t have realized that my per-
sonality could form the foundation 
for a successful career in govern-
ment affairs.  

At each leap forward in my 
career, as far back as deciding 
where to go to college, there’s been 
someone nudging me to jump. And 
often, that jump was to a destination 
I hadn’t previously envisioned for 

myself, but proved to be the right 
choice. Mentors and sponsors are 
incredibly important, especially 
among professionals from diverse 
backgrounds. They can see things 
you may not see, remind you of your 
potential, and help you make small 
adjustments that pay large divi-
dends. Without their birds-eye view 
and helpful little nudges, I wouldn’t 
constantly be evolving and growing 
the way I currently am.  

I’m far from knowing my final 
destination, but the lessons I’ve 
learned thus far along my journey, 
I’m now sharing with a handful of 
mentees of my own. They’re already 
brilliant, and I can’t wait to see what 
the future holds for all of us.      

Mentors and Sponsors Are Incredibly Important
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Education: JD, Columbia Law School; BA, anthropology, Yale UniversityCompany Name: New York Life Insurance Company
Industry: Financial Services
Company CEO: Ted Mathas 
Company Headquarters Location: New York, New York
Number of Employees: 10,000+
Your Location (if different from above): Washington, DC
Words you live by: Considering we enter this world with nothing, everything we encounter—every lesson, challenge, and opportunity—is profit.
Who is your personal hero? Sherrilyn Ifill
What book are you reading? Lately, most of my reading is occupied by the news!  What was your first job? Children’s dance teacher
Favorite charity: ASPCA
Interests: Formula 1 racing, running, movies
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The one trait I consider essential 

to my success is my ability to view 

business processes and decisions 

through a philosophic lens. When I 

first began studying philosophy in 

college, I was determined to become 

a lawyer, because I thought that was 

the only professional path where phi-

losophy could be utilized. Needless 

to say, I was wrong. When I began 

working in golf, I often found myself 

asking the same kind of questions I 

ask when reading a philosophy piece 

or when I was in philosophy class. 

Those questions are, “What does 

it mean to exist equally in the golf 

industry? What responsibility does 

the PGA of America have in regard 

to making sure that all of the com-

munities where we work and play are 

flourishing? Who should we partner 

with to diversify this historically homo-

geneous sport and why?” 

As a result, I aim to always think 

like a philosopher (deeply, critically, 

and effectively) to help solve prob-

lems for the leaders and members 

that I work alongside and serve. 

The most important part of the 

decision-making process for me is 

making sure my solution has a solid 

foundation that isn’t easily decon-

structed. A house built on a shaky 

foundation certainly won’t remain 

standing, and the same goes for a 

business solution. 

This trait aids me most when 

deciding how to approach diversity, 

equity, and inclusion issues in golf. 

Diversifying a global sport with age 

old traditions is no easy task, and it 

takes deep thought and teamwork 

to achieve it. Through initiatives and 

partnerships like Make Golf Your 

Thing, Fairways to Leadership, and 

PGA WORKS, we hope to one day 

make the game, workforce, and 

supply chain of golf mirror America. 

As I mentioned before, this is no 

easy task, but many hours spent in 

deep, philosophical thought with my 

teammates and peers will help the 

golf industry accomplish our goals. 

Golf is an 85-billion-dollar industry, 

and it’s an industry where we want 

the world to know that all  

are welcome.

Creating Golf Industry Strategy through a Philosophic Lens
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Education: BS, philosophy (minor, business), Wabash College

Company Name: PGA of America

Industry: Golf

Company CEO: Seth Waugh 

Company Headquarters Location: Frisco, Texas

Number of Employees: 294

Words you live by: “That which doth not kill me, can only make me stronger”  

– Friedrich Nietzsche

Who is your personal hero? Sandy Cross

What book are you reading? Breathe: A Life in Flow by Rickson Gracie

What was your first job? Corporate Partnership Intern with Indy Eleven Pro Soccer

Favorite charity: West Palm Golf Park

Interests: Reading philosophy, golfing, mentoring, video gaming, collecting sneakers, 

and working out

Charles Dillahunt
Strategic Adjunct for the Chief  

Executive and Chief People Officers
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Ruben Harris
Vice President, Global Supply Chain

The “I” in diversity, equity, and 

inclusion ignites my professional pas-

sion. In fairness, I did not always use 

this word, nor did I fully appreciate 

the distinction between inclusion and 

something that I would have more 

broadly described as “teamwork.” For 

context, I work for Pratt & Whitney (a 

Raytheon Technologies company), 

one of the largest A&D companies in 

the world. When it comes to P&W, I 

am most proud of three main things:  

1. Our compelling mission (safely 

and dependably move people 

around the world, connect econ-

omies, and power freedom)

2. Large group of talented profes-

sionals across many functional 

areas   

3. The way we work, known as the 

Leadership Operating Model 

(LOM); simply put, our LOM is a 

sustainable way for us to engage 

with each other at all levels

Given the complexity and the  

importance of what we do, it is vital 

that we harness the professional skills, 

talents, and perspectives from each 

member of our team. This is where 

inclusion comes in. As noted in the 

intro, earlier in my career as a leader, 

I took on these challenges under the 

principle of teamwork. This involved 

connecting multifunctional teams in a 

collaborative way toward a common 

goal. It was a conventional approach 

and yielded a certain level of success. 

However, the focus on inclusion takes 

things to another level. It ensures that 

all team members are valued for the 

uniqueness they bring and are given 

the opportunity to make meaningful 

contributions to outcomes for our 

business. Therefore, my team and I 

engage in activities to raise aware-

ness, advocate, coach, and share 

personal experiences to advance our 

level of inclusion.

When I reflect on my entry into 

the company more than two decades 

ago, I don’t remember many of the 

details of those early days, but as 

Maya Angelou said, “... people never 

forget how you made them feel.” 

While none of my individual experi-

ences were particularly dramatic or 

overt, they collectively eroded my 

initial sense of belonging. Things 

have improved dramatically in the 

DE&I space since then. However, 

I still find, via the mentoring I do 

throughout the company, there is 

much more that we can do.   

Today, I seek to create and  

cultivate an environment where 

every member of my team is truly 

included in our mission. The experi-

ences I have had as an early career 

black man in a large multinational 

corporation have certainly shaped 

my perspective—hopefully, to the 

benefit of those who look like me, as 

well as those who do not. My focus 

is on harnessing the power of the 

human spirit to drive outcomes for 

our customers, shareholders, and 

employees. Given the level of talent 

where I work, the future is filled  

with opportunity.

The Future Is Filled with Opportunity
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Education: MS, manufacturing & operations, Rensselaer at Hartford; BS, industrial  

technology, Central Connecticut State University 

Company Name: Raytheon Technologies

Industry: Aerospace & Defense

Company CEO: Greg Hayes 

Company Headquarters Location: Waltham, Massachusetts

Number of Employees: 195,000

Your Location (if different from above): East Hartford, Connecticut

Words you live by: Life is short...make it count.

Who is your personal hero? My wife; our partnership in parenthood has changed my DNA.

What book are you reading? The Promised Land by Barack Obama

What was your first job? Landscaping for my dad’s company

Favorite charity: The United Way

Interests: My kids’ sports, home lawn care, barbecuing, golf, and personal finance

Family: My wife (Carmen), daughter (Isabela), and son (Ruben)
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Now, more than ever, I believe  

that intellectual curiosity is my most 

valuable asset. Taking time to under-

stand my stakeholders’ needs, seeking 

to understand the disparate factors  

that create risks and opportunities for 

our business, and dedicating time to 

continuously learn and acquire new 

skills, have all served be well through-

out my career. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has  

accelerated the pace of change and 

created unprecedented uncertainty  

for business leaders. There is no  

playbook for charting the path forward. 

So, leaders are forced to experiment, 

learn, and adjust more dynamically 

than ever. Leaders who’ve demonstrat-

ed curiosity throughout their careers, 

and a willingness to challenge conven-

tion, are best positioned to be success-

ful in this environment.
When presented with a problem, 

it can be tempting for leaders to fall 

into the trap of making decisions too 

quickly, to appear authoritative and 

decisive. And while it is important to act 

quickly, particularly when the problem 

is an urgent crisis, it is more important 

to fully understand the problem before 

acting. In his book, The Opposable 

Mind, Roger Martin writes about the 

idea of “Integrative Thinking.”  Accord-

ing to this idea, when presented with 

an important decision, an Integrative 

Thinker challenges the notion that any 

decision is binary. Rather, this kind of 

leader delves into the problem to find a 

third solution that wasn’t obvious and is 

superior to both initial choices.

As an in-house attorney, devoting 

time to intellectual curiosity and Inte-

grative Thinking can seem counterintu-

itive. After all, today’s leaders manage 

fast-paced businesses and need swift 

advice to deliver against their objec-

tives. So, the value of taking a curious 

approach while working in such a 

demanding environment can be met 

with skepticism. But elevating an orga-

nization’s overall effectiveness some-

times requires a pause to consider not 

just how to resolve the current burning 

issue, but to go further, seeking to 

understand root causes and formulate 

holistic solutions. This offers the  

opportunity to satisfy the urgent 

need, while also providing a scalable 

process-level solution that enhances 

overall business performance.

In its July 2021 article, entitled “Ops 

4.0—The Human Factor: A class size 

of 1,” McKinsey & Company describes 

the need for organizations to offer 

personalized learning experiences for 

employees. They argue that this will 

support development of “personalized 

T-profiles” for modern workforces. 

This “T-shaped” archetype is not new, 

describing a T-shaped professional as 

one who exhibits deep subject matter 

expertise, while also acquiring broader 

skills across several domains. I believe 

that the demand for these kinds of 

leaders will be even greater as we con-

tinue to find our way forward.

For lawyers, this means that deep 

legal expertise will be table stakes. The 

traditional role of trusted legal advisor 

must evolve to effectively support the 

emerging needs of modern business-

es. T-shaped lawyers will also draw 

from project-management, technolog-

ical, and interpersonal skills, as well as 

other domains, to deliver incremental 

value. T-shaped lawyers will be both 

trusted legal advisors and legal solution 

architects. And this will be fueled by 

legal professionals who have a deep 

sense of intellectual curiosity, enabling 

them to synthesize skills across do-

mains to deliver integrative legal solu-

tions for the businesses of the future.

Intellectual Curiosity Is My Most Valuable Asset
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Idris N. McKelvey
Vice President; Lead Patent Counsel

Education: JD, Howard University School of Law; BS, chemistry, Howard University

Company Name: The Estee Lauder Companies Inc.

Industry: Luxury Cosmetics

Company CEO: Fabrizio Freda

Company Headquarters Location: New York, New York

Number of Employees: 48,000

Words you live by: “So often in life, things that you regard as an impediment turn out to 

be great, good fortune.” –Ruth Bader Ginsburg

Who is your personal hero? My parents

What book are you reading? The Exponential Age by Azeem Azhar

What was your first job? Produce Associate at Wegmans Food Markets

Favorite charity: Girls Inc.

Interests: Soccer, skiing, travel, and learning

Family: My wife of nearly 15 years, Monique; two brilliant daughters, Nadia (10) and 

Zara (8)
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For as long as I can remember, I wanted to be a lawyer. But instead of going straight to law school after undergrad, I decided to take some time off. I wanted to gain legal 
experience and needed a break 
from school, before embarking on what was sure to be a long journey. Many people told me that taking 
a break was a mistake and I prob-
ably would not go back to school. Nevertheless, I stuck to my deci-
sion. I worked as a legal assistant at two different law firms, learned about various practice areas, gained an amazing mentor, and obtained experience working in a profession-al legal environment.

Five years later I started law 
school, refreshed, excited, and fo-
cused. I had experiences that solid-ified my desire to become a lawyer and was ready for the challenge 
ahead. I had become accustomed to working full time, so I approached 

law school like a job, which served me well. During my first year, I had much to learn, but there were many familiar concepts that I had learned during my pre-law school “break” that even I, at the time, had no idea I would use again. This made the work a little easier and made me 
confident that anything I didn’t 
quite understand yet would soon come. As I moved forward, I had 
the benefit of having relevant work experience to discuss during my 
interviews and a level of maturity that could have only come with 
time and experience.

Forging my own path allowed me to gain valuable perspectives 
on the industry and helped build 
the foundation of my legal career. It was one of the best decisions I ever made, and throughout my career, I have kept this in mind and contin-ued to try to approach things in a way that is true to who I am.

This is not to suggest that it is 
necessary to reinvent the wheel at every turn or refuse to consider 
what has worked for others. There is definitely value in understand-
ing how someone else approached a similar goal, but not at the ex-
pense of ignoring who you are and what works best for you. Being in tune with yourself and acknowl-
edging what you need, what in-
spires you, what makes you happy, and having the courage to proceed accordingly helps you grow and 
evolve. It was important for me 
to let go of the pressure of feel-
ing as though I had to approach 
my career in the same manner as 
someone else might in order to be successful. I encourage others to 
do the same. You can be inspired 
by others while still acknowledg-
ing your uniqueness. In the end 
it’s your dream, your journey, and your life.

After All, it’s Your Dream and Your Life

April N. Williams
Partner

Education: JD, Howard University School of Law; BA, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Company Name: WilmerHale
Industry: Law
Company CEO: Susan Murley & Robert Novick, Co-Managing Partners Company Headquarters Location: Washington, DC
Number of Employees: 1,931
Words you live by: To whom much is given, much will be required. –Luke 12:48 (kjv)Who is your personal hero? My grandfather, James Mungo, who is a constant source of strength and my biggest cheerleader
What book are you reading? The Warmth of Other Suns by Isabel WilkersonWhat was your first job? A busser in a restaurant at the age of 14
Favorite charity: American Cancer Society
Interests: Spending time with family and friends, traveling, and photography
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I have an insatiable curiosity about 
how things work. 

At nine years old, I was taking 
things apart to see what was inside 
and then putting them back togeth-
er. Recognizing my fascination with 
technology gadgets, my parents got 
me my first computer around sixth 
grade. Unbeknownst to me, my 
future career had begun. With a deep 
curiosity for understanding how the 
device operated, I would disassemble 
and reassemble that computer over 
and over. I quickly moved to teaching 
myself the operating system, various 
programming languages, and most 
important, how to connect to other 
systems online via a modem. 

During high school, I went on to 
host my own Bulletin Board System 
(BBS), which was a precursor to  
websites. By the end of high school,  
I was certain my career would be  
in the technology space related to  
IT infrastructure. 

Fast forward, I am now the vice 
president of IT infrastructure, sup-
port, and cyber security for Sonepar 
USA, a global, French-owned com-
pany. In the early years of the U.S. 
division, with just a few IT people on 
staff, I was given a pen and paper, and 

asked to architect the IT infrastructure 
solution for the organization, then 
scale an IT staff as we grew. Today, I 
have the pleasure of leading, mentor-
ing, and coaching 68 IT professionals 
who architect, support, and secure 
IT-related solutions across our now 
$10-billion company.

When it’s working well, informa-
tion technology is an invisible (but 
invaluable) company asset. But it’s 
important that staff does not feel 
invisible. I take great pride in my very 
motivated and energetic team mem-
bers who like to have fun and feel a 
great sense of pride in the service they 
provide to the organization. During 
the COVID-19 quarantine, my humble 
staff turned into rock stars, as the 
systems, solutions, and architecture, 
designed over many years, were put 
to the test by 8,000 associates who 
went home to work. 

With everyone else, I watched  
the traditional workplace model  
dramatically pivot. Over the next  
five years, the work world will see 
more tools developed to embrace the 
virtual workforce. Video solutions 
will be enhanced, and collaboration 
solutions will be enriched beyond the 
confines of our current imagination. 

I love being part of this new frontier 
and taking on the challenge of ensur-
ing our IT infrastructure allows for 
maximum productivity among our 
mobile associates. 

I’m delighted to be recognized as a 
Black Leader Worth Watching. I would 
offer that my journey was inspired by 
great role models before me, who pro-
pelled me to try and be the best role 
model I could be. For the young black 
leaders in corporate America, there is 
no definitive playbook, but there must 
always be a plan. Be intentional in 
your career and in life. Your journey 
should start with finding excellent 
role models and modeling traits and 
steps or moves. Be conscious that 
someone is always watching you, so 
be a good example and stay positive. 
And don’t deny any part of yourself. 
Be authentic and bring your whole 
self to work every day. It’s the only 
way to move through life—making a 
difference by just being you. Finally, 
when you get down the road a little, 
remember to share your stage, pass 
the mic, listen versus tell, and always 
maintain your mentors and coaches, 
while also being a mentor and coach.

That curiosity will enhance you 
and serve you for life.

You’ll Make a Difference by Just Being You

Joe L. Kidd Jr.
Vice President, Infrastructure,  

Support & Cyber Security

Education: Bachelor of Arts, computer science, Stockton University

Company Name: Sonepar US

Industry: Electrical Distribution

Company CEO: Rob Taylor 

Company Headquarters Location: Charleston, South Carolina

Number of Employees: 12,000

Your Location (if different from above): Hamilton, New Jersey

Words you live by: Make a difference and contribute to helping people on a personal 

and professional level.

Who is your personal hero? My mother and father

What book are you reading? Our Kind of People by Lawrence Otis Graham

What was your first job? I worked for McDonalds.

Favorite charity: Prostate Cancer Foundation (PCF)

Interests: I’m committed to health & wellness; fitness is my passion.

Family: Parents, two siblings, and my wife
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I firmly believe that positive men-

tor relationships are fundamental  

to our professional destinies.  

That has certainly been true for me.  

I have been fortunate, throughout  

my legal career, to have strong  

mentors who have nurtured and 

guided my progress.  

While some mentor relationships 

have been planned, others have 

seemed to happen fortuitously. I 

have sought out mentors in work-

place environments and in communi-

ty activities. Likewise, I have had the 

distinct privilege of having mentors 

who specifically sought to mentor 

me. Mentors have been invaluable 

to my career success in a variety of 

ways, but three ways come to mind. 

First, some of my most memora-

ble mentors have taught me princi-

pally to be a person of integrity. Over 

and over, many of my early mentors 

taught me that having good character 

and professional advancement go 

hand in hand. They taught me that 

to embark on a career that sustains 

itself, the two are inextricably bound. 

Countless times I was reminded that 

“your word is your bond” and to “treat 

others the way you want to be treat-

ed.” Those maxims have helped me 

as much as any law school class or 

professional seminar.  

Second, some of my most sig-

nificant professional mentors have 

taught me the importance of de-

veloping a skill set that enables me 

to provide excellent service to my 

clients. They have emphasized the 

importance of being a lifelong learner.  

They have taught me never to stop 

working to improve my skills. They 

have taught me that there is no  

substitute for working hard and  

thoroughly preparing for each  

client’s case. 
Third, some of my most notable 

mentors have inspired me to pass on 

the wisdom, life lessons, and pro-

fessional skills they shared with me 

to those who follow. The best thing 

about mentoring is that it is a great 

learning experience for all who partic-

ipate. When you think about it, what a 

travesty it would be to receive the gift 

of good mentoring and not share it 

with others.  
I often encourage young profes-

sionals to keep their eyes open for 

positive mentor relationships. You 

never know where and when a strong 

mentor relationship might blossom. 

That single mentor relationship can 

have a significant impact and change 

the trajectory of your career.  

Keep an Eye Out for Positive Mentor Relationships
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Alvin E. Mathews, Jr.
Counsel

Education: JD, Ohio Northern University Pettit College of Law; AB, Miami University

Company Name: Ulmer & Berne LLP

Industry: Law

Company CEO: Managing Partner Scott P. Kadish 

Company Headquarters Location: Cleveland, Ohio

Number of Employees: 305

Your Location (if different from above): Columbus, Ohio

Words you live by: “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”  

– Martin Luther King, Jr.

Who is your personal hero? Thurgood Marshall

What book are you reading? A Road to Character by David Brooks

What was your first job? Assistant Prosecuting Attorney

Favorite charity: Vineyard Community Center

Interests: Reading, travel, and sports of all kinds

Family: Married; father of four daughters
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The best advice I ever received came recently, and that is to be 
comfortable being uncomfortable. For most of my life, my goal was to make everyone around me feel comfortable. I felt that any negative emotion or unease was perceived as a failure on my part. As a child, I was always the helpful kid that tried to alleviate my parents’ stress by cleaning up, getting good grades, and staying out of trouble. This mindset continued, and I learned to read people very well, so I could figure out what they needed and provide that for them. I thought if I could do those things for everyone else, they would be comfortable and happy, and in turn, so would I. But this approach became less and less effective, and wasn’t sustainable as a way of life. I was bending myself into a pretzel to make everyone around me happy, but I was still uncomfortable. 
Interestingly, becoming an  

attorney and litigator forced me  

to stop in my tracks and consider my philosophy. Undoubtedly,  
I chose a career where, by  
design, there is a winner and a  loser most of the time. Particular-ly in a matrimonial law practice, with clients in very emotional 
disputes, there was no way for me to make everyone comfortable. This caused some stress and anxi-ety, although I did not understand why, as I was doing what I always wanted to do, and I had a great family and friends.

During the pandemic I started working with a therapist. She 
observed that I would not allow myself to feel and process nega-tive emotions. She was right. I felt the urge to stifle any negativity, to fix the problem whether through avoidance or interference. But this approach used up a lot of my en-ergy and was highly ineffective—hence, the stress and anxiety.

My therapist advised me to 
“get comfortable being uncomfort-

able.” I did not have to do anything about the feeling of discomfort. Rather, just feel it, let it be, and 
know that it will pass. She told me that nothing is permanent! I resisted at first, but I finally relented. My outlook changed. I gave myself per-mission to speak up, knowing that my words might feel uncomfortable, but that the feeling would pass. I gave myself permission to put myself out there and possibly feel rejection and discomfort, but that those feelings would also pass. 

As a lawyer, and on a personal level, this advice has given me great-er courage; I am no longer averse to feeling uncomfortable. Taking risks and trusting yourself are such signif-icant tools for women, for women of color, and for women in the legal profession. I am still a work in prog-ress, but this advice has moved me out of what I thought my “comfort zone” was or had to be. It’s a new way of thinking, and an invaluable piece of advice.

How I Learned to Be Comfortable Being Uncomfortable

Valerie Jules McCarthy
Counsel
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Education: JD, Loyola University New Orleans College of Law; Bachelor of Arts,  economics, Lehigh University
Company Name: Pashman Stein Walder Hayden, P.C.
Industry: Law
Company CEO: Michael S. Stein, Esq. 
Company Headquarters Location: Hackensack, New JerseyNumber of Employees: 113
Words you live by: Be kind! Learn to be comfortable being uncomfortable. Always grow! Change is inevitable, enjoy it, don’t fight it.
Who is your personal hero? My father
What book are you reading? Law of Attraction by Jerry and Ester HicksWhat was your first job? Cashier at Acme grocery storeFavorite charity: Saint Jude Children’s Research HospitalInterests: Traveling, reading, meditation, party planning, and decoratingFamily: I am married to my best friend, and we have been together for 12 years. My  husband allows me to be who I am and is willing to accept me as I grow and evolve. I have a beautiful 4-year-old daughter, who is sweet, funny, brave, and smart as a whip. She has taught me to see myself more clearly and to be more authentic. I have two loving parents, who have been married for over 40 years, and have supported and nurtured me for my entire life. I have an older sister, who is my soul mate; we share a deep spiritual connection. I have the best in-laws any one could hope for and a group of close knit friends who are more like family than friends.
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Nicole A. Spence
Senior Attorney, Intellectual  
Property Law

Throughout my legal career (thus 
far), I have received various nuggets 
of wisdom. However, two of the 
most useful pieces of advice that I 
received are these: (1) “Build and 
own your brand”; and (2) “Be your 
own rainmaker.” 

Build and Own Your Brand

As professionals, each of us has 
a reputation and a brand. Unfor-
tunately, changing that brand can 
be difficult, depending on the size 
of your circle or your company. As 
such, it is very important (if not our 
primary responsibility) to build a rep-
utation that truly represents us. For 
me, I am constantly working toward 
building a brand that reflects that I 
am down to earth, passionate, and 
knowledgeable about the intersec-
tion of technology and the law. 

In addition, this advice required 
me to own my brand. I had to be-

come comfortable with celebrating 
(not downplaying) my successes. I 
could not continue with the mind-
set that if I keep my head down 
and work hard, opportunities will 
follow. Instead, I am intentional 
with the skills I am mastering, and 
the attitude I project when faced 
with adversity. I strongly encourage 
others to think about the brand they 
want, and work toward building and 
owning it.

Be Your Own Rainmaker

Beyond building and owning 
your brand, many times you have 
to be your own rainmaker or create 
your own opportunities. I had my 
first major “rainmaker” experience, 
when I decided to change the 
direction of my career and start my 
own law practice. This meant that 
I moved from a traditional and safe 
law-firm structure, in which I was a 

litigator for more than seven years, 
to work directly with tech start-ups. I 
was responsible for gaining the skills 
I needed to serve my clients, as well 
as stepping out of my comfort zone 
to attract and retain clients. 

To better communicate and ad-
vise my clients, I learned to code in 
Java Script and Python, and became 
a front-end web developer. To grow, 
I learned when to ask for help. To 
steer my career, I determined which 
cases I should take and which cli-
ents I wanted to work with. Through 
these lessons, I was able to provide 
solid legal advice to clients who truly 
needed it and change the course of 
my career. 

This was one of the most reward-
ing and yet uncomfortable experi-
ences of my legal career (thus far)! 
I strongly encourage others to step 
outside of their comfort zone and be 
their own rainmaker in their career 
and their life. 

Step Outside Your Comfort Zone at Work and in Life
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Education: JD, New York Law School; dual BA, history and biology, Smith College

Company Name: IBM

Industry: Technology

Company CEO: Arvind Krishna

Company Headquarters Location: Armonk, New York

Number of Employees: 345,900 (worldwide)

Words you live by: “Your attitude . . . will determine your altitude.” – Zig Ziglar; “To whom 
much is given, much will be required.” –Luke 12:48 (KJV)

Who is your personal hero? My parents

What book are you reading? Pierced by the Sun by Laura Esquivel

What was your first job? Lifeguard, NYC Parks & Recreation

Favorite charity: Wildlife Conservation Society

Interests: Traveling, baking, and home renovation projects

Family: My husband, Timothy, and two children: Quentin (4 years) and Annalisa (9 months)
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I have an insatiable curiosity about 
how things work. 

At nine years old, I was taking 
things apart to see what was inside 
and then putting them back togeth-
er. Recognizing my fascination with 
technology gadgets, my parents got 
me my first computer around sixth 
grade. Unbeknownst to me, my 
future career had begun. With a deep 
curiosity for understanding how the 
device operated, I would disassemble 
and reassemble that computer over 
and over. I quickly moved to teaching 
myself the operating system, various 
programming languages, and most 
important, how to connect to other 
systems online via a modem. 

During high school, I went on to 
host my own Bulletin Board System 
(BBS), which was a precursor to  
websites. By the end of high school,  
I was certain my career would be  
in the technology space related to  
IT infrastructure. 

Fast forward, I am now the vice 
president of IT infrastructure, sup-
port, and cyber security for Sonepar 
USA, a global, French-owned com-
pany. In the early years of the U.S. 
division, with just a few IT people on 
staff, I was given a pen and paper, and 

asked to architect the IT infrastructure 
solution for the organization, then 
scale an IT staff as we grew. Today, I 
have the pleasure of leading, mentor-
ing, and coaching 68 IT professionals 
who architect, support, and secure 
IT-related solutions across our now 
$10-billion company.

When it’s working well, informa-
tion technology is an invisible (but 
invaluable) company asset. But it’s 
important that staff does not feel 
invisible. I take great pride in my very 
motivated and energetic team mem-
bers who like to have fun and feel a 
great sense of pride in the service they 
provide to the organization. During 
the COVID-19 quarantine, my humble 
staff turned into rock stars, as the 
systems, solutions, and architecture, 
designed over many years, were put 
to the test by 8,000 associates who 
went home to work. 

With everyone else, I watched  
the traditional workplace model  
dramatically pivot. Over the next  
five years, the work world will see 
more tools developed to embrace the 
virtual workforce. Video solutions 
will be enhanced, and collaboration 
solutions will be enriched beyond the 
confines of our current imagination. 

I love being part of this new frontier 
and taking on the challenge of ensur-
ing our IT infrastructure allows for 
maximum productivity among our 
mobile associates. 

I’m delighted to be recognized as a 
Black Leader Worth Watching. I would 
offer that my journey was inspired by 
great role models before me, who pro-
pelled me to try and be the best role 
model I could be. For the young black 
leaders in corporate America, there is 
no definitive playbook, but there must 
always be a plan. Be intentional in 
your career and in life. Your journey 
should start with finding excellent 
role models and modeling traits and 
steps or moves. Be conscious that 
someone is always watching you, so 
be a good example and stay positive. 
And don’t deny any part of yourself. 
Be authentic and bring your whole 
self to work every day. It’s the only 
way to move through life—making a 
difference by just being you. Finally, 
when you get down the road a little, 
remember to share your stage, pass 
the mic, listen versus tell, and always 
maintain your mentors and coaches, 
while also being a mentor and coach.

That curiosity will enhance you 
and serve you for life.

You’ll Make a Difference by Just Being You

Joe L. Kidd Jr.
Vice President, Infrastructure,  

Support & Cyber Security

Education: Bachelor of Arts, computer science, Stockton University

Company Name: Sonepar US

Industry: Electrical Distribution

Company CEO: Rob Taylor 

Company Headquarters Location: Charleston, South Carolina

Number of Employees: 12,000

Your Location (if different from above): Hamilton, New Jersey

Words you live by: Make a difference and contribute to helping people on a personal 
and professional level.

Who is your personal hero? My mother and father

What book are you reading? Our Kind of People by Lawrence Otis Graham

What was your first job? I worked for McDonalds.

Favorite charity: Prostate Cancer Foundation (PCF)

Interests: I’m committed to health & wellness; fitness is my passion.

Family: Parents, two siblings, and my wife
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Whytne Brooks
Vice President, Office of  
Governmental Affairs

I’m incredibly fortunate to have 
a job I love. It challenges me on a 
regular basis and taps into several 
different parts of my skill set and 
personality, and I wouldn’t be here if 
it weren’t for supportive and insight-
ful mentors.  

Members of the U.S. Congress 
come from all walks of life with a 
variety of approaches to policy and 
legislating, but they share a com-
mon goal of advancing our journey 
to a more perfect Union. To be an 
effective advocate among them 
requires a predisposition for rela-
tionship-building, authenticity, and a 
dash of optimism. I’ve always been 
a people person. I love hearing peo-
ple’s stories and find a great deal of 

pleasure in the moments when you 
can see beyond a person’s shiny 
exterior and learn what motivates 
them, what keeps them up at night, 
or where their passion lies. My men-
tors at New York Life took the time 
to learn this about me and identified 
this role as an opportunity. Without 
their insight and encouragement, I 
wouldn’t have realized that my per-
sonality could form the foundation 
for a successful career in govern-
ment affairs.  

At each leap forward in my 
career, as far back as deciding 
where to go to college, there’s been 
someone nudging me to jump. And 
often, that jump was to a destination 
I hadn’t previously envisioned for 

myself, but proved to be the right 
choice. Mentors and sponsors are 
incredibly important, especially 
among professionals from diverse 
backgrounds. They can see things 
you may not see, remind you of your 
potential, and help you make small 
adjustments that pay large divi-
dends. Without their birds-eye view 
and helpful little nudges, I wouldn’t 
constantly be evolving and growing 
the way I currently am.  

I’m far from knowing my final 
destination, but the lessons I’ve 
learned thus far along my journey, 
I’m now sharing with a handful of 
mentees of my own. They’re already 
brilliant, and I can’t wait to see what 
the future holds for all of us.      

Mentors and Sponsors Are Incredibly Important
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Education: JD, Columbia Law School; BA, anthropology, Yale University

Company Name: New York Life Insurance Company

Industry: Financial Services

Company CEO: Ted Mathas 

Company Headquarters Location: New York, New York

Number of Employees: 10,000+

Your Location (if different from above): Washington, DC

Words you live by: Considering we enter this world with nothing, everything we 
encounter—every lesson, challenge, and opportunity—is profit.

Who is your personal hero? Sherrilyn Ifill

What book are you reading? Lately, most of my reading is occupied by the news!  

What was your first job? Children’s dance teacher

Favorite charity: ASPCA

Interests: Formula 1 racing, running, movies
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