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companies perform better. Our people 
keep asking for more conversation and 
ways to get involved, and how to be bet-
ter allies and start conversations in what 
can be an uncomfortable space. We’re also 
seeing more and more of our people who 
are having their a-ha moments – they’ll 
have an experience that sheds more light 
on an issue and say, “Wow, I didn’t realize 
this was something our people are strug-
gling with,” and that opens new doors for 
new conversations and awareness. Over-
all, I’m really not hearing fatigue. It’s just 
different perspectives for how people are 
coming at it.

Ouraphone Willis: At UHG, we’re 
committed to creating a diverse work-
force because diverse teams have deep-
er connections to the organization and 
each other, experience respect and safe-
ty in their workplace, feel valued for who 
they are and can apply their talents in 
ways that make a difference. We work 
hard to attract, engage, and develop tal-
ent who understand and are responsive to 
communities where we serve, and create 
a culture where diversity and teamwork 
flourish. 

There is no silver bullet when it comes 
to finding top talent, and so we have a 
comprehensive strategy to help us recruit 
top talent. One of the tactics we have is 
having local and national partnerships 
that advance our goal in building that 
diverse workforce. Our partners help us 
attract talent, better support and engage 
with diverse communities and provide 
resources where they are most needed 
through board leadership and participa-
tion. Some of our partnerships include 
AARP, Advancing Minorities’ Interest 
in Engineering, Executive Leadership 
Council, Human Rights Campaign Foun-
dation, INROADS, LGBT Reaching Out 
MBA (ROMBA), Management Leadership 
for Tomorrow, National Black MBA Asso-
ciation and Prospanica. 

Because top talent is so hard to find, 
we’ve broadened the way we think about 
recruiting. For example, we consider how 
we can broaden our scope to other indus-
tries and locations, and expand our scope 
to include adjacent degrees and nontra-
ditional educational backgrounds. We’re 
also leveraging our own employees and 
our employee resource group, or what 
we call Connected Communities, to help 
source talent through referrals. We also 
have a hiring program focused on specif-
ic segments. Our Military Internship Pro-
gram is a strategic partnership between 
UnitedHealth Group and the Department 
of Defense Skillbridge Program providing 

While always important, the topic of DEI 
has been shoved into the spotlight during 
these unprecedented times with the cri-
ses of COVID-19, the killing of George 
Floyd and the ensuing unrest. As more 
time has passed from the initial shock of 
these events, the focus has been shifting 
from immediate commitments and lis-
tening sessions, to seeing how organiza-
tions can sustain long-term action and 
can be held accountable to real impact. 

Tiffany Orth: Vikesh, as a Minneapolis-
based company, how has RBC 
responded to George Floyd’s killing and 
all the events that unfolded afterwards?               

Vikesh Nemani: Some of the initiatives 
were already in place; others were a lit-
tle bit more immediate. First, it started 
off with what we call listening sessions, 
where we had over 600 employees. We 
created space for them to talk about their 
experiences, feelings, emotions, and safe-
ly to express their views, talk to other peo-
ple of the same race, and exchange ideas. 
We also had sessions on allyship for all 
employees, to provide an overview of race 
relations in the United States and how to 
become an ally.

RBC as a whole has committed to 
investing about $50 million over the next 
five years, and helping to create career 
pathways for employees and other youth 
in Black, Indiginous, and communities of 
color. We’ve encouraged people of color 
to seek leadership positions within the 
enterprise; we’ve enhanced our exist-
ing anti-racism and anti-bias training, 
and made that training mandatory for all 
employees. We’ve also included diversi-
ty and inclusion objectives as mandatory 
goals for all people managers. We want to 
continue to learn from other best practic-
es that are being employed by other firms, 
and learn and refine this further.

Tiffany Orth: With so much of the focus 
being put on DEI following these recent 
events, we’re hearing talk of “diversity 
and inclusion fatigue.” Do you see that 
playing out at RSM?

Mary Beth Ruthford: I’m not seeing 
fatigue. On the client side there’s been a 
trend to be more aware of diversity. On 
the client side, I think the conversation 
is actually happening more often. We’re 
hearing from clients who are looking at 
our website and proactively bringing up 
the things we’re doing well, as well as the 
places where they see opportunity for us 
to improve. On the employee side, we all 
know inclusion and diversity are the right 
things to do and that diverse and inclusive 
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Ouraphone SiriOuthay Willis joined UnitedHealth Group in 2008. She is Vice President of Engagement, 
Inclusion and Diversity. She is responsible for global diversity and transitioning military and veteran 
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Ouraphone graduated with a B.A. in Journalism from the University of Minnesota. She serves on the 
Board of Directors for the National Association of Asian MBA, the Summit Academy OIC and as the 
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Mary Beth Ruthford is the Director of Client Experience at RSM Minneapolis. Mary Beth previously 
served as the Management Consulting leader for the North Central Region, but in 2018, she saw a need 
and created a brand-new role for RSM. Now she works with client teams across their tax, audit, and 
consulting practices to drive strategic pursuits, ensure accountability, and help teams deliver RSM’s cli-
ent strategy and the Power of Being Understood. Mary Beth is also the Central Region leader for RSM’s 
Culture, Diversity, and Inclusion program. She has been with RSM for 13 years, is a graduate of Carleton 
College and Baker University, and is an avid Vikings fan – so avid that she recently got married at US Bank 
Stadium, but no, not during an actual Vikings game.

The Minneapolis-St. Paul Business Journal held a panel discussion 
on the topic of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Panelists included 
Mary Beth Ruthford, director, RSM; Jenn Bonine, CEO and 
Founder, AI Appstore and PinkPowered AI Foundation; Vikesh 
Nemani, chief administrative officer of RBC Wealth Management; 
and Ouraphone Willis, vice president of Engagement, Inclusion 
and Diversity at UnitedHealth Group. Tiffany Orth, director of 
operations for strategic initiatives at the Greater MSP Partnership, 
served as moderator.
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career skills training and reintegration to 
transitioning active duty service members 
across all branches of the U.S. Military. We 
also just launched our Disability Inclu-
sion Internship Program. This program is 
a 12-15 week program in a cohort setting 
that offers a career development open to 
all individuals with disabilities who have 
a desire to gain corporate experience.

Additionally, we know there is a short-
age of doctors and cultivating the next 
generation of leaders who understand the 
needs and real life experiences of the peo-
ple and communities we serve cannot be 
overstated. As more Americans retire, we 
see a low number of diverse physicians, 
so we’re looking at ways to cultivate and 
grow that health care workforce. Some of 
our efforts to help build the healthcare 
workforce include the Diverse Scholars 
Initiative. Since 2007, the United Health 
Foundation has provided more than $23 
million to fund nearly 3,000 scholarships 
for undergraduate and graduate students 
of color pursuing careers as primary care 
health professionals. We have also estab-
lished a partnership with Atlantic Univer-
sity Center Consortium, which includes 
the Morehouse School of Medicine, to 
train and prepare the next generation of 
data scientists. 

Tiffany Orth: That’s incredible.
Mary Beth Ruthford: When we’re 

thinking about recruiting, we find good 
talent, but they’re already committed to 
another employer, so we need to start 

earlier, maybe in high school. We’re also 
working on how to get people to think dif-
ferently about the accounting profession.   
Most little kids aren’t saying, “Mommy, I 
want to be an accountant when I grow 
up!,” and I have yet to see a trick-or-
treater wearing a “consultant” costume. 
But it’s an excellent career and lifestyle! 
It’s not just doctors and lawyers you see 
out on the golf course, so we want to give 
younger people – including a more diverse 
pipeline – more exposure to the whole of 
what we do. 

Tiffany Orth: Jenn, how are you 
incorporating diversity of thought 
and other strategies to ensure you are 
building solutions that address the 
needs of a broader global population?

Jenn Bonine: If you look at the lead-
ing technology companies, you will find 
that there is a consistent lack of diversity. 
This has been documented over the last 
few years in a series of studies that have 
reported on how few people with diverse 
backgrounds are skilled in computer pro-
gramming and applying for and securing 
jobs at these companies. This unfortu-
nately means that the ideas and opinions 
of those with diverse backgrounds aren’t 
being reflected in the solutions that an 
appropriate and representative popula-
tion will use. Every human being every 
day is interacting with and leveraging 
artificial intelligence solutions that may 
not be built in a way that appropriately 

suits their needs. AI will be deployed to 
determine factors such as: Will you get 
that loan approval? Or, will you be grant-
ed access to certain assets and financial 
markets? There’s a movie coming out in 
the Twin Cities Film Festival called “Cod-
ed Bias,” which actually reports on MIT 
research that reveals the top tech compa-
nies in the world are aware that their sys-
tems are biased and that the data they’re 
using to make determinations and deci-
sions isn’t truly authentic. AI Appstore is 
committed to bringing in a diverse per-
spective, and that involves really leverag-
ing youth and how they see challenges 
and problems today and then including 
folks who are in different intergeneration-
al stages of their life — people who have 
different experiences, socioeconomic 
backgrounds. All of that is important to 
us in how we’re building these solutions.

Tiffany Orth: I’m so glad you and oth-
ers are tackling technology from that lens. 

Jenn Bonine: Imagine right now the 
surveillance systems and cameras that 
are profiling individuals and formulating 
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determinations. There are already systems 
in place right now that, before you are 
authorized to enter your own apartment 
building, management knows who you 
are, how much money you make, what 
apartment you live in, if you’re behind 
on rent, owe debt – the data is granular 
in scope – and available the minute that 
you’re scanned at your front door. What 
is disturbing is the number of determi-
nations that are made based on that data. 
I think it’s really important that we all 
become educated on how our own per-
sonal AI is being leveraged, who has access 
to that data, and how it’s being used in our 
personal lives.

Tiffany Orth: Vikesh, the financial 
advice sector has been called out as 
possibly the least diverse profession in 
the U.S. How do you respond to that? 
And what can you say about what RBC 
is doing to change that?

Vikesh Nemani: The demographics of 
the country are changing rapidly. If our 
communities are changing, we need to 
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better represent the communities we’re 
doing business in. Often clients like to 
work with people with similar values 
and ethnicities as them. The reality is that 
less than 17 percent of the advisors in our 
industry are women, [while] 41 percent of 
all financial services workers are women. 
And when you look at representation in 
the industry of people of color, less than 12 
percent of employees in financial services 
are people of color. We [at RBC] decided 
that we are not going to wait for some-
one else to take the leadership on this. We 
started off with messaging from the very 
top levels that trickled all the way down 
through the organization. We wanted to 
make sure we started making the case for 
diversity. Why is diversity important? We 
launched a Metrics That Matter report, 
with specific metric tracking within RBC 
for women and people with diverse back-
grounds. In 2017 we launched a series of 
MyPath videos which have two-minute 
clips of different female financial advi-
sors at RBC, talking about their path, how 
they made the transition, how they came 
to RBC. That series attracted more than a 
million views. So on the back of that suc-
cess, last year, we launched a series of vid-
eos for people of color. 

In 2019 we also hired a new diversity 
recruitment program manager, and what 
this individual is responsible for is two-
fold. One is to try to continuously build 
a good pipeline of diverse candidates for 
different jobs. We are also training people 

managers to at least have one diverse can-
didate in the pool of employees or candi-
dates that they are interviewing. We also 
launched a university campus ambassa-
dor program to carry our message into 
the universities. All of these efforts have 
paid off very handsomely. In the last 
three years, we’ve increased the number 
of women advisors we’ve hired by over 27 
percent.

Through all these efforts what we’ve 
really found is that diversity is a lon-
ger-term game. You cannot make signifi-
cant improvements in your diversity met-
rics overnight. You have to be invested in 
this. And that’s what we’ve done at RBC, 
and we’re really proud. Financial services 
is behind, but at RBC we are trying to do 
our part to close the gap to the communi-
ties we work in.
Tiffany Orth: Anyone else have anything 
that they wanted to add before we  
shift gears?

Jenn Bonine: I think what we have to 
make certain that young people under-
stand the extraordinary number of dif-
ferent careers that are available to them.  
In the technology space, we are finding 
that young people are simply not aware 
of the employment and training opportu-
nities that exist. I know the medical space 
is experiencing this, and those who are 
hiring for vocational professions are see-
ing it. We were working on a tech proj-
ect with Home Depot, which is seeing a 
deficiency in the trade industry because 

youth don’t necessarily understand the 
variety of career choices they should be 
targeting. So I think it will take a concert-
ed effort to make cerain our young peo-
ple understand the opportunities that 
exist and educate them with an aware-
ness of options. It starts with education 
and engagement at an early age, so they 
understand these [career] opportunities 
and are exposed to solid role models in 
each of these careers and industries.

Mary Beth Ruthford: I agree that we 
have to get more people interested in var-
ious industries and careers, and we need 
to do a better job of pulling more diversity 
into the pipeline. Many of us come from 
backgrounds where our parents went to 
college or were professionals. If you’re a 
first-generation grad or a first-generation 
American, who might not have that same 
background, and your family is asking, 
“Why are you working 90-hour weeks 
and you don’t get paid overtime?” It’s a 
different conversation that we sometimes 
haven’t done a good enough job of con-
sidering in professional services. I think 
we’ve come a long way and we have a lot 
of work left to do.

Tiffany Orth: I’d like to continue to 
explore how each of your organizations’ 
DEI efforts have either evolved or 
continued during these times. Mary 
Beth, how are things evolving at RSM?

Mary Beth Ruthford: This isn’t an 
exhaustive list, but I’m proud to share 
some of the things we’re doing at RSM. 
We are part of the CEO Action for Diver-
sity and Inclusion, and as part of that, we 
committed to doing what we call Coura-
geous Conversations at the local, region-
al, and national levels. We cover topics 
that can be uncomfortable for some of 
us, things we wouldn’t have talked about 
just a few years ago. We have an RSM 
Day of Understanding, where everyone’s 
encouraged to make a video and tell us 
how diversity has affected you or your 
perspective or share insights on what 
you’re learning or reading. 

Locally, in Minneapolis, we have a sub-
group that has made a commitment that 
we’re going to keep this conversation 
going. With the killing of George Floyd, 
I think there was a heightened aware-
ness. At the same time there was that nig-
gling doubt of, is it real or is this going 
to fade over time? So we’ve all pledged 
that we’re going to keep the conversation 
alive, listen to our people about what they 
want to learn about, what they’re curious 
about. We also have 11 employee network 
groups, including groups focused on a 
whole host of issues that affect our peo-
ple and our clients. They’re all inclusive 
and we encourage everyone to be a part 
of every group they’re interested in — not 
only so they can learn about issues and 
topics and challenges, but also become an 
ally. That’s one of the questions we get the 
most: “Hey, I’m a man, how do I help sup-
port women? I’m not African American, 
what can I do to support my colleagues 
and neighbors who are?” And then we 
challenged ourselves and said, “Is that 
enough?” 

In addition to recruiting at historically 
Black colleges and universities, we’re also 
looking at the other colleges where we 

recruit. We’re looking at additional stu-
dent groups where we can get connected 
to bring more diversity into the firm. 

Finally, we just named five employees 
who will be part of the CEO Action Pledge, 
so we will have five full-time loaned 
employees joining about 300 employees 
from other companies around the coun-
try looking at government policy and cor-
porate policy, lobbying for change related 
to the real issues that are causing some of 
the challenges we see in the communi-
ty and the workforce today. We had two 
informational calls about this one- to two-
year commitment, and I was blown away 
by the level of interest from our people.  
We expected about 100 people on each 
call, and we had over 1,000 attendees on 
each call.

Tiffany Orth: Ouraphone, what unique 
strategies is UHG using to engage with 
your employee population?

Ouraphone Willis: There are a variety 
of ways to engage with our team mem-
bers. In fact, one of our guiding principles 
that we use for I&D is that it’s Leader led, 
team member informed and engaged and 
Human Capital enabled. One of the ways 
to engage is by using our inclusion and 
diversity learning system. It offers infor-
mation and resources to help build knowl-
edge about inclusion and diversity, create 
personal connections, and develop new 
skills. The site has a variety of resources 
on topics such as unconscious bias, ally-
ship, dimensions of diversity, how to be an 
inclusive leader and many others. 

We also have a monthly learning series 
called Celebrating Connections. The series 
helps our team members to celebrate and 
honor different cultures, perspectives and 
history, helping us connect with each oth-
er on a deeper, more compassionate lev-
el and better understand the impact our 
history has on the realities we experience 
today. Another engagement opportuni-
ty is through our Connecting Communi-
ties, which is what we call our employ-
ee resource groups. We wanted to find a 
modern way to connect and engage our 
diverse communities, and we are testing 
out a digital platform that helps to enable 
our team members to connect, share expe-
riences, support one another, and collab-
orate in ways that celebrate diversity and 
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provide that sense of belonging and inclu-
sion. Additionally, we have culture and 
diversity councils made up of senior lead-
ers across the enterprise. These councils 
are creating strategies focused on priori-
ties like diverse leadership advancement, 
reducing the impact of unconscious bias, 
and improving health equity and equi-
table access. They are also stewards and 
champions of our servant-leader culture.

Tiffany Orth: How do you advance DEI 
work, foster those connections, and 
have these difficult conversations in a 
virtual format?

Vikesh Nemani: Throughout this whole 
virtual, work-from-home environment, 
we’ve had multiple employee calls. Some 
of these have 100, 150 employees, or a 
thousand employees, and we make sure 
that the messaging is consistent and that 
people understand that it is a priority. We 
[also] launched something called Pros-
per US, which is a magazine for female 
financial advisors at RBC and across the 
industry. The magazine not only showcas-
es diversity, but it highlights the different 
things that RBC is doing, such as promot-
ing more women into leadership and add-
ing new benefits that break down barriers 
for female employees, so that other wom-
en across the industry can see RBC as a 
place that they can see working at. 

Mary Beth Ruthford: As we transi-
tioned into remote work back in March, 
our 11 employee network groups each got 
a clear directive that we need to reach out 
to our people and our members more than 

ever. If people live alone and they’re feel-
ing isolated, especially in Minnesota win-
ter, we want to make sure that people have 
resources and a network they can rely on. 
I think it really did help with that sense of 
community with our ENGs; we had more 
people getting involved in more events, 
even in a “virtual” world. We also try to 
use a variety of communication formats 
to reach as many of our people as possi-
ble, including sending out podcasts and 
pre-recorded videos, more casual virtu-
al gatherings, as well as live, yet virtual 
conversations with as much interaction 
as possible. 

Jenn Bonine: We have created a virtual 
platform that leverages AI to create a vir-
tual workspace. Imagine a virtual head-
quarters: There are four walls in your vir-
tual office, and [virtual] spaces that are 
dedicated to certain corporate activities. 
So if a group of people wants to have a 
discussion about diversity or another 
work-related topic, other participants 
can virtually join the conversation. We’re 
working with a lot of big corporations to 
virtually connect their workforce. Imag-
ine - when someone visits your corporate 
headquarters, you can invite them to join 
the experience as a guest, so everything 
from recruiting to onboarding encour-
ages engagement through virtual pres-
ence. Suppose an avatar of your CEO is 
giving a speech about corporate values 
when someone enters the virtual lobby. 
This individual can become familiar with 
your values on diversity and inclusivi-
ty and then take part in a quiz and a poll 
and share what they feel and think as part 
of the process.

Ouraphone Willis: I love that, Jenn. 
That virtual environment sounds amaz-
ing. We also like to use virtual platforms 
for our career events. We actually have 

two that are coming up, one that’s for 
disability, to celebrate disability employ-
ment awareness month in October, and 
one that’s for veterans that’s coming up to 
celebrate Veteran’s Day. We use a platform 
to create that virtual environment where 
it’s exactly like if you were to go to a phys-
ical career event. You have the ability to 
talk to leaders and recruiters, download 
materials and gives us the opportunity to 
meet candidates where they are at. When 
I think about the virtual environment, I 
also think about how it impacts the dis-
ability community. UnitedHealth Group 
is committed to meeting the needs of the 
disability community and I have dedicat-
ed resource on my team that leads our dis-
ability strategy for the enterprise. With the 
move to more team members working vir-
tually, when we get on a call and we say, 
“Can you hear me? Can you see me?” … 
that can take on a whole different mean-
ing for someone who has a disability. It’s 
important to keep inclusivity top of mind 
in every situation.

Tiffany Orth: Any last comments?
Jenn Bonine: One of the things that 

concerns me right now is the impact 
that the pandemic is having on women. 
They’re projecting that women actually 
went backwards with regard to the equi-
table pay gap over the last seven months. 
So if we do nothing differently, it’s going to 
take 150 years to close the pay gap between 
men and women. We’re seeing an inordi-
nate number of women owned business-
es and female entrepreneurs affected. The 
Cherie Blair Foundation [For Women] in 
Europe has projected that if we were to 
give more opportunities to female entre-
preneurs, it would add $5 trillion to our 
global GDP, which is approximately a 17% 
increase in our global GDP. So I would 

just put the call out there to think about 
how we support diverse business own-
ers and entrepreneurs, and change some 
of the funding mechanisms in place that 
clearly aren’t working. Women still only 
get about 4% of venture funding, and that 
number goes down when you talk about 
African-American founders and founders 
of other ethnicities.

Mary Beth Ruthford: I saw something 
similar, Jenn; to compound the fact that 
studies have shown that women are tak-
ing on more of the household work — on 
average, women are cooking more, they’re 
cleaning more, and they’re responsible for 
more of the childcare workload than men 
are, which oftentimes means that they’re 
feeling more stressed and pressured to 
back away from corporate roles and their 
professional lives. I’m concerned about 
the long-term effect of that phenomenon 
and the ones Jenn mentioned.

Ouraphone Willis: I think it’s import-
ant to have forums like this to share, 
discuss, benchmark and provide trans-
parency into our I&D work and efforts. 
Recently we published our first Sustain-
ability Report that highlights actions 
across the company to build a health sys-
tem that works better for everyone. The 
report represents our commitment to 
openly and transparently share informa-
tion and updates on our long-standing 
commitment to sustainability, including 
our environmental, inclusion and diver-
sity, social and governance efforts. I think 
the more we can share, the more we’ll 
have that continuous learning from each 
other that will help us continue to drive 
and challenge ourselves to innovate and 
come up with radical approaches to how 
we do and lead I&D differently than how 
and what we’ve always done in the past.

Tiffany Orth: I think this panel has 
dispelled any notion of fatigue in DEI. 
Vikesh, anything you want to add 
before we wrap up?

Vikesh Nemani: The divide between 
rich and poor is expanding, especially 
in some communities of color. So there’s 
no time more important than now for us 
to speak up in our communities and the 
companies that we work for, because any-
thing we can do to help is going to go a 
long way. 
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ONE OF THE THINGS THAT CONCERNS ME RIGHT NOW IS 
THE IMPACT THAT THE PANDEMIC IS HAVING ON WOMEN. 

THEY’RE PROJECTING THAT WOMEN ACTUALLY WENT 
BACKWARDS WITH REGARD TO THE EQUITABLE PAY GAP 
OVER THE LAST SEVEN MONTHS. SO IF WE DO NOTHING 

DIFFERENTLY, IT’S GOING TO TAKE 150 YEARS TO CLOSE THE 
PAY GAP BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN. 

WITH THE MOVE TO MORE 

TEAM MEMBERS WORKING 

VIRTUALLY, WHEN WE GET ON 

A CALL AND WE SAY, 

“CAN YOU HEAR ME? CAN 

YOU SEE ME?” … THAT CAN 

TAKE ON A WHOLE DIFFERENT 

MEANING FOR SOMEONE 

WHO HAS A DISABILITY. 


