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For more than a decade, NAREIM has produced a Diversity & 
Inclusion (D&I) Survey for its members. This fall, NAREIM is ex
panding its survey in an effort to help the entire industry be
come more diverse. 

It's easy to talk of the lack of diversity in the real estate in
vestment management industry. According to the NAREIM 
2019 D&I Report, just 16% of executive managers were 
women and 6% were nonwhite. However, there is a bigger 
issue at stake, something which is succinctly articulated by 
Anthony Breault, Robert Sessa and Sam Spencer in the ac
companying interview. 

Diversity is not just about gender or ethnicity. It's also about 
diversity of thought and the diversity of ideas within a team. 
Diversity is about having, and listening to, the different voices 
at the table to better prepare an investment firm for  
managing and executing upon situations, such as those we 
face today. 

As NAREIM, in partnership with Ferguson Partners, prepares 
to invite real estate investment managers to participate  
in its Diversity & Inclusion Survey this Fall, we asked institu
tional investors to talk about their perspectives on diversity 
and inclusion and how they are working with investment 
managers to deliver lasting change for the industry. Enjoy the 
conversation.
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About the NAREIM 
Diversity & Inclusion Survey



3

NAREIM DIVERSITY & INCLUSION SURVEY INTERVIEW SERIES: OREGON PERS AND TEXAS ERS

© All rights reserved.

Participant  
biographies

Anthony Breault is the Senior Real Estate Investment Officer for Oregon State Treasury where he is 
responsible for the allocation, performance and strategy implementation for the Oregon Public Employees’ 
Retirement Fund real estate portfolio. Prior to joining Oregon in 2006, Anthony was an Investment Manager 
with Schnitzer West in Portland and before that was with LaSalle Partners/Jones Lang LaSalle working in 
Boston, Hartford, Miami and Sydney, Australia. Prior to joining LaSalle, Anthony spent eight years on active 
duty as an officer in the U.S. Navy where he retired from the Naval Reserves as a Commander after 22 years 
of service.

Robert (“Bob”) Sessa is the Director of Real Estate for the Employees Retirement System of Texas. He is responsible 
for formulating and directing the investment strategy and portfolio construction of the Trust’s 12% allocation to 
real estate. In his role, he oversees all investment selection, due diligence, underwriting and legal negotiations of 
the private real estate portfolio. Sessa is also an active advisory board member on most of the program’s underlying 
funds. Prior to joining ERS in 1999 as an equities analyst, he spent five years at Coopers & Lybrand (now PwC). He 
received an MBA at the University of Texas at Austin and a B.S. in Business Administration from Fordham University 
where he earned a swimming scholarship. Bob is a CFA charterholder and a former CPA.

Sam Spencer is an Investment Officer for the Oregon State Treasury. She is involved in the daytoday 
management of the $9 billion real estate portfolio, including conducting diligence on new investment 
opportunities as well as providing oversight of the portfolio’s various limited partnerships, separate accounts, 
and joint ventures. Before joining OST, Spencer was a Senior Manager Research Analyst at Pension Consulting 
Alliance (PCA) covering real estate, timberland and agriculture asset classes. She received her B.A. in Economics 
and International Business from Whitworth University. She also holds the Chartered Alternative Investment 
Analyst (CAIA) designation and is a member of the CAIA Association. Sam currently serves on the board of the 

Portland Alternative Investment Association and is a member of Portland Women in Investment Management. 

Marjorie Tsang is a lifelong institutional investment executive and attorney who continues to serve the needs of 
asset owners, retirees and pension fund members. She advises and supports professionals with fiduciary 
responsibility. As a senior investment officer at the New York State Common Retirement Fund, Marjorie was the 
Assistant Comptroller for Real Estate Investments from 1999—2011, with investment and asset management 
responsibilities for the Fund’s $9 billion real estate portfolio. She served as the Interim Chief Investment Officer 
the following year, before covering strategic initiatives including the Real Assets portfolio, asset allocation and 
launching the pension fund’s Environmental Social Governance program. Marjorie served as a board member of 

the USAA Real Estate Company from 2017—2020. She was a Visiting Scholar with the Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced 
International Studies on issues relating to financing climateresilient real assets projects worldwide, an initiative on behalf of the UN 
SecretaryGeneral. She received her B.A. from Yale University and her JD from Columbia Law School. 
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For Anthony Breault, senior real 
estate investment officer at Oregon 
State Treasury, and Robert Sessa, 
head of real estate at the Employees 
Retirement System of Texas, their job 
is to ensure their GP partners have 
robust processes when it comes to 
operating and investing. Diversity — 
which enables greater diversity of 
thought — is an essential part of 
their GP underwriting, they reveal, 
with both pensions having “full 
conversations” on team engagement 
and backgrounds.  

Speaking to Marjorie Tsang, former 
interim CIO and head of real estate 
at the New York State Common 
Retirement Fund, Breault, Sessa and 
Sam Spencer, investment officer at 
Oregon State Treasury highlight how 
each public pension approaches, 
tracks and asks questions about 
diversity within real estate 
managers, what’s driving their push 
for greater diversity among GPs and 
how the industry needs an industry 
standard for best practices.

Diversity equals alpha. 
Period. 
Diversity isn’t just a social “do good” issue — it does add alpha and value to a real estate manager

 

Diversity of thought can improve the value of decisionmaking and 
the outcomes of those decisions



Key highlights: 

•    Investors are looking for diver-
sity of thought — the make-up 
of the team, how it engages and 
is able to express different 
thoughts and views in different 
team dynamics — beyond 
gender, ethnicity and socio-
economic background. 

•    Identification and information 
are priorities for investors as 
they incorporate ESG questions 
and surveys in DDQs. 

•    Oregon PERS is less focused on 
how diverse managers are right 
now versus how inclusionary 
are their policies. Do managers 
have policies and practices in 
place that allow for better di-
versity in the hiring process? 

•    When looking to add new man-
agers to their roster, investors 
are looking for managers to 
have thoughtful responses and 
to acknowledge that an empha-
sis on D&I is taking place in 
their organizations.
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Marjorie Tsang: What are the primary concerns that the pension fund 
has in seeking more diverse and inclusive managers? More simply put, 
what is important to you? 

Bob Sessa: What we really look for is a fund that is a fit for us. I will 
say that we have had some challenges because we have to report 
statistics on our managers. When we go through the universe of 
managers, there aren’t a lot of real estate firms that have women 
and minorities. Private equity is a little more robust in that space. 
But for real estate, it isn’t. We have found that the universe is not 
as deep as we would have hoped for or would expect. 

Anthony Breault: A priority for us is identification and information. 
Now that we actually incorporate ESG questions and surveys into 
our due diligence questionnaire (DDQ), we are beginning to have 
relevant data and information. We have done a heat map that 
showcases the responses to the ESG questionnaires within our 
manager roster. Making that actionable is the next step of the chal-
lenge. We haven't been able to do that, but at least we have some-
thing in front of us that says this manager is either trying or has 
policies or is following certain ESG guidelines depending on where 
each manager is. It’s much more art than science today. 

What I think has been sorely missing is an industry standard or a 
body that most of us can look to for best practices. It seems to be a 
very disparate approach. Each manager and each investor have to 
create their own path. It is really hard to penalize or promote a 
manager for good practices when no baseline is defined to measure 
against. Plus each component of E, S and G have their own unique 
measurement and assessment challenges. I think we’ve made the 
most strides within the environmental component of ESG. 

Tsang: That’s actually a good example because at the very beginning 
of the ‘E’ of ESG, that was an open question. There’s still debate now in 
terms of what benchmarks, what measurements, what surveys, how 
many surveys can I fill out. That brings me to the next question: Are 
there any intangibles that you’re looking for from a manager in terms of 
hiring patterns or how they interact? 

Sam Spencer: One way we look at covering the ESG piece of dili-
gence, whether for allocating additional or new capital, is we focus 
a lot on diversity of thought. It’s a pretty tricky area to try to put any 
quantifiable backing behind, but we do spend full conversations talk-
ing about team background and how the team engages and is able 
to express different thoughts and views in different team dynamics.  

What I think has 
been sorely missing is 
an industry standard 
or a body that most 
of us can look to for 

best practices.
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Tsang: I think diversity of thought is what diversity is about. It’s not 
just about gender or ethnicity, but you want different backgrounds in 
your managers. Does diversity of thought lead to better performance? 

Breault: I think it’s a similar framework. In the investment beliefs 
statement that the Oregon Investment Council incorporated a 
couple of years ago, diversity of thought was the underlying key 
factor. We referenced studies comparing groups of similar or non-
diverse teams solving a problem versus a cognitively diverse group 
solving the same problem. The outcome for the diverse group, be-
cause they probed and tested thoughts that were outside of the 
bubble, had a better result at the end. Whether that translates di-
rectly into better real estate or private equity investing, I don’t 
know that there’s anything more than guessing at that at the mo-
ment. But our organization does hold the generalized concept that 
a better outcome is improved through enabling and allowing 
wider-ranging thought patterns. 

I think part of the challenge is that not even those of us who are 
providing subjective, or trying to provide more objective, analysis 
are utilizing the same grading criteria. Individually, humans do not 
always apply the same standards. As we create a heat map for in-
ternal dialogue and assessment we wouldn’t necessarily agree on 
which managers would fall out based on the answers and responses. 

At the end of the day we have a fiduciary obligation as a prudent 
investor. We represent diverse shareholders. On the other hand, 
we have stakeholders that have their own vested thoughts and in-
terests. We try to work both sides programmatically. 

Sessa: This isn’t just some “social do-good.” You can truly add alpha 
and value to your portfolio by focusing on these issues. And it be-
hooves us to pay attention and make sure we’re not missing some-
thing. We look to make sure our managers have a robust process. 
And part of that process is having a diversity of thought, and that 
diversity comes from having people of color and women. I would 
also like to see a focus on socioeconomic diversity. We participate 
in the [Sponsors of Educational Opportunity] SEO internship pro-
gram and it’s good too because I think there is a true barrier in 
terms of race and women, regardless of your wealth. 

I say that you have to walk a mile in somebody else’s shoes  
to understand their perspectives. It’s a long effort and it will  
take framing it in the right way to bring in more people to truly 
understand that this is actually a net positive. This has a lot of 
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We look to make sure 
our managers have a 

robust process. And part 
of that process is having 

a diversity in thought, 
and that diversity comes 

from having people of 
color and women.  

I would also like to see a 
focus on socioeconomic 

diversity.



We have D&I included  
in our investment beliefs 
and it’s throughout our 

various policy 
documents, but it isn’t 

an exclusionary or 
separate program.
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meaning and purpose in improving the value of the decision-
making and, eventually, the outcomes of those decisions, which 
is making money. 

Tsang: Texas ERS and Oregon PERS do not have dedicated diversity 
and inclusion programs. Is that correct? 

Sessa: Correct. We do focus on investing in women and minorities 
through our emerging manager program and look at the diversity 
of our other managers as part of their investment process — we 
don’t want “group think”. We have a fiduciary duty which means we 
just can’t give money to somebody. They’ve got to be able to gen-
erate returns for the risk they’re taking. 

Breault: There isn’t a specific plan or program. We have D&I in-
cluded in our investment beliefs and it’s throughout our various 
policy documents, but it isn’t an exclusionary or separate program. 
Thus far, it has been up to individual portfolio managers and CIOs. 
We are currently researching emerging manager programs, with 
diversity and inclusion as part of this, that could work across all 
the asset classes. For our initial steps, we took a more program-
matic approach by hiring an ESG investment officer who also 
bridges all asset classes and is facilitating the discussion on what 
a program can look like.  

Sessa: I had a look at [the 2019 NAREIM Diversity and Inclusion 
survey] and was surprised to find that only 44% of managers had a 
formal program. I would have thought the number would be 
higher. But there might be more that are doing it, but just they 
don’t have a formal program. 

Tsang: That’s a good question. How do you actually define a formal D&I 
program among managers? 

Sessa: The follow-up question asked, do you have a committee? 
That to me made sense. Many people have a diversity subcommit-
tee that’s focused on improving the career prospects and experi-
ence of women or minorities.  

Tsang: Based on what you’ve said, my guess is that you’re not yet at 
the point of underwriting managers for having a culture of diversity and 
inclusion. Would that be correct? 

Sessa: I would say not formally but we are, indirectly, looking  
for attributes that create a robust process of hearing various  
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perspectives. Our consultant is very focused on ESG issues. They 
have in their DDQ a specific question about it. We buy a process 
on the commingled fund side, especially on the blind pool side, and 
so we have to look at the manager’s track record. And then look 
forward, can they replicate it? It’s part of the underwriting process 
of: how do they look, how do they make decisions, what kind of in-
formation are they bringing in, what kind of viewpoints of perspec-
tives? I think you end up with a better and more thoughtful 
conclusion or decision when you’ve got these diverse and different 
perspectives and viewpoints to make sure you’re not missing 
something. Again, we do not want a manager’s decision-makers to 
all think the same.  

NAREIM DIVERSITY & INCLUSION SURVEY INTERVIEW SERIES: OREGON PERS AND TEXAS ERS

© All rights reserved.

We are, indirectly,  
looking for attributes 
that create a robust 
process of hearing 

various perspectives. 
Our consultant is very 
focused on ESG issues. 

Investors are looking for organizations that have thoughtful approaches and inclusionary policiesInvestors are looking for organizations that have thoughtful approaches and inclusionary policies
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Breault: We do include it in our underwriting, but the assessment 
is not concrete. I think it recognizes there are some individual bi-
ases. We do not have a grading score, if you want to call it that, that 
we can apply uniformly for every investment due diligence. We are 
still in a learning phase, so what the binary trigger points that 
would cause us to move on or off further manager diligence or rec-
ommendations is much more delicate.  

Spencer: The survey was intended for us to get a baseline to just 
better understand where we are now and how can we continually 
improve the questions that we’re asking to better understand what 
our GPs are doing.  

Breault: We’re less focused on how diverse managers are right 
now versus how inclusionary are their policies. Do managers have 
policies and practices in place that allow for better diversity in 
the hiring process? It’s much more of a forward-looking assess-
ment and gauging a perceived resistance to change that we’re 
concerned about, rather than only the genetic makeup of the 
people today. We recognize that the industry has only been mak-
ing strides toward greater diversity perhaps in the last 10 plus 
years, at most. 

Tsang: Who within your organization is driving the sense of valuing D&I 
and how is this communicated within your organization? It comes back 
to, who owns it? 

Sessa: I would say 90% of my colleagues, or possibly even more, are 
very supportive. They understand it and we’ve actually seen results. 

Breault: Ours has very much been driven by the board to ensure 
that’s part of our process. The Oregon Investment Council is a di-
verse board to begin with, both by ethnicity and gender.  

Tsang: How are you finding ways to influence? 

Breault: In the real estate portfolio, we haven’t waved a large stick 
around. Our real estate investment team tends to work collab-
oratively with our partners. We like to think we are speaking with 
our capital allocation choices thus far, at least until we have made 
greater strides in our ability to assess and engage with our man-
agement teams when we feel action needs taken. 

Spencer: It’s probably been a more present conversation when 
we are looking to adding new GPs to our roster. We’re asking 
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We’re less focused on 
how diverse managers 

are right now versus how 
inclusionary are their 
policies. Do managers 

have policies and 
practices in place that 

allow for better diversity 
in the hiring process? It’s 
much more of a forward
looking assessment and 
gauging a perceived 

resistance to change that 
we’re concerned about, 

rather than only the 
genetic makeup of the 

people today. 



10

them questions like, “Why do women not seem to last longer than 
a few years at the mid-level?” Hopefully it sticks and it’s some-
thing that’s in the back of their minds the next time they have to 
make decisions internally. We’re not looking for a specific answer. 
We’re looking for them to be thoughtful in their response and to 
acknowledge it’s something that’s happening, even if uninten-
tionally, in their organization. 

Breault: We actually had an example in a conversation that took 
place during a recent due diligence onsite meeting; part of the 
firm’s answer to inclusionary hiring practices was practical. There 
did not appear to be any subterfuge. The manager tried to explain 
how the funnel works and when they hire people a few years out-
side of the college zone, stating there are very few female and mi-
nority participants. One of the questions that we discussed 
amongst ourselves and the consultant team when we huddled 
afterwards was, do we request or enforce that they now reach out 
outside of the one or two university systems that they would typi-
cally hire from in order to have a more diverse group?  

We want to be good capital partners that come alongside groups 
to encourage them to continually improve in order to achieve the 
best investment outcomes. If we believe diversity of thought 
helps get them there, then it will definitely remain a part of our 
conversations.  

Sessa: I sit on the committee of the real estate program at the 
University of Texas. Women and minorities are underrepresented 
in real estate compared to the business school enrollment. We’ve 
talked about increasing the awareness of real estate as a career 
by starting early, not even in college, but in high school. Unless 
you have a family member in it, you may not really understand it. 
A lot of people associate real estate with single-family homes and 
being a broker, but there are all sorts of different touch points. 
We’ve also talked about showing diversity when recruiting on 
campus and in panelists at the conferences UT puts on — they 
can’t all be white males. 

It’s a combination of all those factors to keep this issue front and 
center, and to keep talking about it. As LPs, we can definitely keep 
telling managers that we’re monitoring how are they making sure 
they’ve got a diverse point of view internally and making sure 
there’s not group think going on. It takes time, too slowly, but I 
think we’ve gotten a critical mass. I think we’ve turned a corner 
and the momentum is going in the right direction. 
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We want to be good 
capital partners that 

come alongside groups 
to encourage them to 
continually improve in 

order to achieve the best 
investment outcomes. If 
we believe diversity of 

thought helps get them 
there, then it will 

definitely remain a part 
of our conversations. 
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For more information, contact Zoe Hughes, CEO, NAREIM at zhughes@nareim.org or visit 
www.nareim.org. 

NAREIM is the industry association dedicated to the business of real estate investment 
management. Founded in 1990, NAREIM today represents real estate investment management 
firms with combined assets under management of more than $1 trillion. For 30 years, NAREIM 
has been the home of real estate investment management business strategy benchmarking 
and best practices, where investment managers learn and share intelligence on business and 
organizational practices and performance.

ABOUT NAREIM

Best  
practices 
shared.

Value 
added.


