
1

Committee for Diversity and Inclusion Report - 2020

Committee for Diversity and Inclusion Members

Molly Arranz (Co-Chair)
Joe Trevino (Co-Chair)

Beverly Alfon
Carlos S. Arévalo
Heather Bailey
Laura Bonadies

Heather Bub
Carmel Cosgrave
Jennifer Lacroix

Mark Middendorff
Meredith Murphy

Selena Obi
Molly O’Gara
Diana Salinas

Paulette Yanow Valentin

Mission Statement:

SmithAmundsen embraces the diverse perspectives and experiences that exist
within our SA community. To that end, the firm is dedicated to nurturing a
culturally rich, collaborative and inclusive working environment. Our Committee
for Diversity and Inclusion is made up of partners, associates and administrative
professionals who are committed to that mission. The goal is to enhance
recruiting and mentoring efforts, and also empower members of the firm to
become active and engaged in their communities for the purpose of furthering
these goals. The Committee aims to provide the resources necessary to remain
competitive and relevant in an evolving global marketplace.
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This year, the global pandemic presented new challenges for the Committee for Diversity and
Inclusion. In addition to the obstacles of connecting at meetings and for firm events, the
Committee evaluated, monthly, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on: the diversity of
SmithAmundsen’s makeup; retention and recruitment of diverse talent; and, the need for new
initiatives and events to shine a spotlight on diversity and inclusiveness.

Direct Support for Diverse Groups

Between 2014 and 2020, the Committee for Diversity and Inclusion has approved almost
$87,000 in sponsorship requests for programs and events supporting SA diverse attorneys. In
2020, these groups supported by the Committee’s budget included the Professional Women’s
Club and the Cook County Bar Association Foundation.

Sponsorship requests are open to all attorneys and staff members. For consideration,
applicants must provide detailed information regarding the basis for the request, including a
description of the organization or event to be sponsored, who from SA will attend/participate
and how the event or organization furthers the Committee’s mission (see cover page). The 2021
sponsorship request form and instructions were made available on the SA Intranet under
“Diversity.” The DC received five sponsorship requests for funding in 2021.

Diversity and Inclusion Initiatives in 2020

Law Clerk Program. The law clerk program was created in an effort to take a bottom-up
approach to diversity amongst our attorneys. It was designed with an eye toward recruitment
of law students and long-term retention of successful candidates. Since 2017, the firm has hired
five former SA law clerks as new attorneys. Any eligible law clerk in the program is considered
first for any open associate position in any practice group. The program includes self-
evaluations by the law clerks and evaluations by the clerks’ practice group leaders.

In 2020, in Chicago, the Committee for Diversity and Inclusion continued to leverage its ongoing
partnership with Judge Montgomery and the Cook County Bar Association (CCBA) to open
opportunities for CCBA black law students to apply for clerkship positions. Judge Montgomery
provided the Committee a listing of her contacts at the Black Law Student Associations at all of
the Chicago-area law schools. In addition, Judge Montgomery continues to encourage CCBA
scholarship recipients and her other contacts to consider SmithAmundsen for clerk positions.

In Milwaukee, the firm once again participated in the Wisconsin State Bar Diversity Clerkship
Program. This program connects diverse students at the University of Wisconsin (Madison) and
Marquette law schools with area law firms. Each employer interviews the students who are
admitted to the program. Thereafter, the students and employers rank each other and the
State Bar assigns one clerk to each employer. This has proved to be an important partnership
for the Milwaukee office and has resulted in creating a pipeline for young, legal talent for this
office.
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In 2020, seven clerks were hired through the Committee for Diversity and Inclusion’s Law Clerk
program, of which 57% are minorities.

DIVERSITY AWARENESS AND ENRICHMENT

Black History Month
In Chicago, we awarded three scholarships in conjunction with the scholarship awards
ceremony held by the CCBA. At this event, Judge Julie Montgomery, the co-chair of the CCBA,
presented our four $1,000 scholarships to black law students from DePaul, John Marshall and
Loyola law schools.

The Chicago office then hosted its Black History Month Reception on February 27, 2020. In
continued partnership with Judge Montgomery, her Honor spoke to the attendees about the
impact of scholarships and opportunities for the students in our legal community. In addition,
two of the scholarship recipients attended the event to speak about the effect of the
scholarship monies on their education and advancement in the legal field.

In Indianapolis, Milwaukee and St. Louis, the Committee for Diversity and Inclusion awarded
$1,500 scholarships to local law students in honor of Black History Month. In Milwaukee, the
scholarship was awarded to a Marquette University Law School student. In St. Louis, the
scholarship was awarded to a student at Saint Louis University Law School. And, in Indianapolis,
the award went to an IU-McKinney (Indianapolis) law student in conjunction with the local
minority bar association and as part of an annual diversity event.
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Throughout 2020, the Committee for Diversity and Inclusion has considered and evaluated
ways to continue to recruit African American law students for the firm’s clerkship program. The
number of black lawyers and black law clerks at SmithAmundsen remains a diversity challenge.
As noted above, Judge Montgomery has continued to work with SmithAmundsen to build
awareness of clerkship opportunities at SmithAmundsen amongst the students to which CCBA
has outreach.

Asian American Pacific Islander Heritage Month
The Committee for Diversity and Inclusion added a new “event” or recognition this year. In May
2020, the Committee sent an All-SA email to recognize the month and to highlight why and how
the month is celebrated. The Committee found this to be particularly necessary in 2020 given
an increase in discrimination against the AAPI community in the wake of the COVID-19
pandemic. A virtual event, where Gary Zhao moderated a panel discussion, was highlighted in
this email.

Also in recognition, the Committee held a virtual raffle for $25 gift cards to local restaurants
owned and/or operated by persons in the AAPI community. This initiative was meant not only
as recognition of the community but also as an opportunity to infuse money back into a hard-
hit diverse group. This raffle was well-received, and the Committee handed out $225 worth of
gift cards.

The Committee expects to continue this recognition going forward.

Pride Month
Given the ongoing pandemic, Pride Month was celebrated differently this year. The firm sent an
email to last year’s Pride Month attendees.
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The email briefly discussed the LGBTQ+ rights movement’s history, and reaffirmed that
SmithAmundsen stands with the LGBTQ+ community. The email also linked to a
SmithAmundsen blog post discussing the Supreme Court’s landmark decision in early 2020.

Hispanic Heritage Month
September 15 to October 15 is Hispanic Heritage Month, when we celebrate the histories,
cultures and contributions of Americans, whose ancestors came from Spain, Mexico, the
Caribbean and Central and South America. This year, the Chicago office set up a taco truck from
La Cocinita. The event was very well attended with more than 60 SA employees in attendance.
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The Indianapolis office awarded a $1,500 scholarship to an IU Maurer (Bloomington) law
student. The Milwaukee office awarded two $1,500 scholarships to Marquette University Law
School students. One of the recipients, Brendaliz Valdez, is currently a law clerk in the
Milwaukee office.

Diversity Question Attorney Evaluation
There is a standing agenda item for every Executive Committee meeting. In 2020, the partner
surveys asked the following questions: Describe what you did to sustain, further and promote
diversity and inclusion at SmithAmundsen in 2020? We are hopeful that this data will be
maintained over the years to identify improvement in participation and programming for
Diversity and Inclusion.



7

2020 ACTIVITY

IU McKinney Women’s Caucus Auction
On February 20, 2020, Laura Bonadies (the
Committee’s Indianapolis representative)
and Allison Smith attended the Women’s
Law Caucus Auction. SmithAmundsen was a
Gold Level Sponsor, and the auction
benefited The Julian Center, which provides
support for survivors of domestic and
sexual violence.

Retention Subcommittee Meetings and Initiative
At its Retreat in early 2020, the Executive Committee approved a new subcommittee for 2020
to address the challenges of retention and recruitment of diverse candidates and to consider
ways to promote better inclusiveness. This past year, this Attorney Retention Subcommittee
was chaired by Max Goodman (2020 Chair of Associate Training) and Molly Arranz (2019, 2020
and 2021 Co-Chair of Diversity Committee). Other committee members include Joe Trevino
(2020 and 2021 Co-Chair of the Diversity Committee), Molly O’Gara (HR), Beverly Alfon (Hiring
Partner), Moses Suarez (2019 Co-Chair of the Diversity Committee), Michelle Casper (Chair of
the Women’s Attorney Group), Anne Fishbeck (Co-Chair of the Woman’s Attorney Group),
Danessa Watkins (Chair of the Associate Committee), and Jack Sanker (member of the Associate
Committee and Diversity Committee).

The subcommittee’s purpose is to consider retention of attorney talent, to better understand
attorney departures in 2018, 2019 and 2020, and make recommendations to firm management
regarding retention and plans for improvement.

The subcommittee concluded that, critical to their purpose, was engagement of an expert or
specialist on diversity and inclusion strategies in a professional services firm such as
SmithAmundsen. Starting in the fall of 2020, the subcommittee evaluated and vetted the
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assistance of Empowered, LLC (a Chicago-based company specializing in diagnosing diversity
issues within professional service firms and working with them towards a more inclusive
business environment). Dennis Cotter and Carmel Cosgrave participated in a virtual interview or
meeting with Empowered’s founder (Trisha Daho), and subsequently, Dennis and Carmel made
recommendations to the Executive Committee for retention of Empowered.

Over the course of the last months of 2020, the subcommittee worked closely with Trisha Daho
to start the assessment of SmithAmundsen’s firm’s diversity and inclusion status/progress and
to prescribe specific policies, trainings, and programming to improve.

At the beginning of 2021, Phase I of Empowered’s work is underway. This phase will be largely
investigatory; it will begin with an analysis of HR’s data concerning hiring, promotions, attrition
rates, exit interviews and demographic changes within the firm. This analysis will be followed by
a survey of all SA attorneys (survey to be pre-approved by the subcommittee and the EC) and a
list of recommendations from Ms. Daho’s team (i.e. policy changes, branding suggestions to
better advertise that we are looking for diverse candidates, implicit bias training, etc.). We
expect this growth exercise to last through 2021 and we are looking forward to working more
with Empowered. This subcommittee might run parallel, smaller scale initiatives aimed at
retention although no additional focuses have been finalized at this time.

Membership in the PWCC
In 2020, the Committee continued to sponsor membership for the Professional Women’s Club
of Chicago (PWCC). PWCC offers an exclusive opportunity to build brand loyalty and market to
a highly educated and successful group of women executives, while providing networking with
professional women to build relationships and meaningful connections. Many of SA’s partners
and associates attended monthly luncheons hosted by PWCC. These were virtual networking
opportunities for the better portion of the year.

WHAT IS HAPPENING IN 2021?

• LAW CLERK VIRTUAL MEET-AND-GREET. On January 13, 2021, the Committee hosted its

first virtual law clerk happy hour. Partners Molly Arranz, Jen Stuart, and Joe Trevino

participated along with nine law clerks from the Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Louis

offices. Hosting law clerk events in 2020 proved a challenge. However, the New Year has

started off with new events to be planned, similar this Virtual (Zoom) Happy Hour.

SmithAmundsen branded/labelled masks are being sent to the law clerks as well.
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• MLK RECOGNITION. In honor of MLK Day, the Committee is identifying organizations in
each of our markets that support educational opportunities for African American
students. The firm will donate a percentage of the firm’s revenue generated on Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. Day. The Executive Committee will approve the organizations and
the firm will recognize its contributions in celebration of Black History Month in
February 2021.

• INCREASED EFFORTS to recruit diverse attorneys at all offices. Throughout 2020, the
Committee worked on outreach to law student associations in the Chicago, Indianapolis,
St. Louis and Milwaukee areas to post law clerk opportunities and to advise of associate
positions open at each office. These efforts will continue in 2021. Beverly Alfon, the
firm’s Hiring Partner, is also making continued and concentrated efforts toward finding
qualified, diverse talent at the lateral level.

• CONTINUED DIALOGUE with third party organizations/resources aimed at assisting SA in
its diversity and inclusion initiatives as to recruitment and retention. It is believed that
our work with Trisha Daho will only further assist in our connection to third-party
organizations/resources.

• CONTINUED PROFILE-RAISING of different groups, through events hosted by the
Committee and spotlights about different cultures in monthly emails and other events.
Having had a year where our normal events were modified, the Committee is well-
equipped to provide celebrations and recognition even if in-person events are minimal
or non-existent.
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• CONTINUED COLLABORATION WITH WAG AND AC toward the objectives of
recruitment and retention. Anne Fishbeck, Vice Chair of the Women’s Attorney Group,
has attended meetings throughout the year to ensure partnership on efforts for
programming. As noted above, Danessa Watkins is part of the subcommittee addressing
Attorney Retention and her input is regularly included in the Committee’s meetings.

Conclusion

The Committee hopes for diversity at SmithAmundsen to be about a broad collection of
perspectives. Of course, diversity is meaningless without inclusion. Indeed, at the end of 2020,
the Committee approved a formal change in name from Diversity Committee to the Committee
for Diversity and Inclusion. The Committee continues to strive for an environment where
different people all feel like they belong at the table and have the same opportunities as
everyone else.
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Women’s Attorney Group Report - 2020

WAG Committee Members

Michelle Casper (Chair)
Anne Fishbeck (Vice Chair)
Mindy Shapiro (Vice Chair)

Christine Anto
Amber Bishop

Elisabeth Bridge
Carmel Cosgrave

Isabelle Faust
Margaret Firnstein
Kelly Haab-Tallitsch

Carrie Keller
Elizabeth Lum
Mari Ann Novy
Molly O’Gara
Julie Proscia

Ruth Robinson
Karen Tobin

Danessa Watkins
Paulette Yanow

Mission Statement:

The mission of the Women’s Attorney Group is to empower, encourage and
support the female attorneys of SmithAmundsen through recruitment, retention,
development and progression of our women lawyers and leaders. We are
dedicated to providing a positive and supportive environment for our women
attorneys to empower all women to grow strong, sustainable legal practices and
to become leaders within the firm and the legal community. To further our
mission, we are committed to creating an inclusive culture that supports the
growth and development of talented women lawyers. When our women succeed,
we succeed as a firm.
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INSPIRING WOMEN OF SA

With the challenges of 2020 and the shift to all virtual meetings and events, the Women’s
Attorney Group launched Inspiring Women of SA, a quarterly series designed to showcase the
talents, skills and experiences of some of our female attorneys. We hosted these Zoom events
quarterly in a Q&A style. Christine Anto, the brains behind the idea, interviewed our first
Inspiring Woman of SA, Carmel Cosgrave, on May 6, 2020. We followed with three additional
interviews in 2020: Rebecca Dobbs Bush of our Milwaukee office, Suzannah Overholt of our
Indianapolis office and Carrie Kellner of our St. Louis office.

We typically had 20-30 women attorneys across all of our offices join in these events and the
series provided an intimate way to connect, learn about our fellow inspiring female attorneys
and gain valuable insight to help our women attorneys grow personally and professionally.

We plan to continue the Inspiring Women of SA series in 2021.

WOMEN’S ATTORNEY GROUP EVENT: ZOOM HAPPY HOUR

The Women’s Attorney Group hosted an all-female attorney Happy Hour on September 17,
2020. The goal was to provide all of our women attorneys with a safe place to share challenges
and to discuss ways the firm could support our women attorneys, especially in the midst of the
pandemic. We allowed our women attorneys to choose from one of 5 rooms for open
discussion: parents of young children; parents of older children; empty nesters or kid free; the
“sandwich generation” (attorneys with both children at home and aging parents); and, younger
attorneys/associates. Key themes that came out of these open discussions were:

• Technology challenges added to the stress of the job (this was intensified due to
the firm-wide lock-down in September 2020)

• Flexibility – continue to support flexible work arrangements and be cognizant of
our messaging to our attorneys who are struggling to balance significantly more
responsibilities at home.

• Associate isolation – particularly for our new attorneys who started shortly
before the pandemic began. Some of these attorneys have not had an ability to
meet many people in the firm and they may need added support. The Attorney
Retention Group and its initiatives in 2021 should address some of these
concerns.

• Be mindful of the emotional and mental well-being of our attorneys. Frequent
check-ins and support is needed.
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WHAT IS HAPPENING IN 2021:

• CONTINUED AWARENESS RAISING events to advance WAG’s Mission Statement and to

support opportunities for connection amongst the SA community

• ADDITIONAL OPPORTUNITIES for SA’s women attorneys to build important connections

with each other, which in turn will strengthen SA (including the continuation of the

Inspiring Women of SA and a Women’s Marketing Roundtable event)

• PARTICIPATION IN COLLABORATIVE efforts with the Committee for Diversity and

Inclusion, the Associate Committee, and the Attorney Retention Committee to assess

and highlight the needs of the women attorneys at SmithAmundsen for advancement

and overall well-being at the firm.


