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For more than a decade, NAREIM has produced a Diversity & 
Inclusion (D&I) Survey for its members. In Fall 2020, NAREIM 
expanded 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  
investment management industry. According to the NAREIM 
Diversity & Inclusion Survey 2021, just 15% of executive 
managers were women and 15% were non-white. However, 
there is a bigger issue at stake, something which is succinctly 
articulated by Suzanne Tavill of StepStone Group 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, releases 
its first ever Diversity & Inclusion Survey of real estate  
investment managers this month, we asked institutional  
investors to talk about their perspectives on diversity and  
inclusion and how they are working with investment man-
agers to deliver lasting change for the industry. Enjoy  
the conversation.
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Participant  
biographies

Suzanne Tavill is the Global Head of Responsible Investing, leading all ESG and impact 
initiatives across all businesses and investment strategies at StepStone Group. She is 
also a member of the private equity team. Prior to StepStone, Suzanne was responsible 
for AMP Capital’s global alternative investment platform that included private equity, 
infrastructure and real assets. Before that she spent five years at Van Eyk Research in 
Sydney, the last four as head of research. Before moving to Australia, she was an 
executive director at Goldman Sachs Investment Management, responsible for their UK 
smalland midcap portfolios. Suzanne received a MSc in Finance and Economics from 
the London School of Economics, in addition to a BBS with Honors in Economics and 

Honors in Finance from the University of Cape Town, South Africa. 

Marjorie Tsang is an institutional investment executive and attorney who continues to 
serve the needs of asset owners, retirees and pension fund members. 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 was appointed 
to the board of Measurabl in 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. Marjorie received her BA from Yale 
University and her JD from Columbia Law School.
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For StepStone Group’s Global Head of Responsible 
Investing, Suzanne Tavill, who grew up in apartheid South 
Africa, there is so much opportunity to effect change 
within the real estate sector. Speaking to Marjorie Tsang, 
the former interim CIO and Head of Real Estate at the 
New York State Common Retirement Fund, Tavill says 
there are opportunities for diversity and empowerment 
ranging from outreach to local universities, to enhanced 
recruitment, training and sponsorship practices across 
the construction, asset- and facilities-management 
sectors. The real estate sector is such an important 
employer that, by addressing D&I, the sector 
can have a material impact on improving 
social equity.

Diversity beyond the 
corporate makeup.  
Look to the asset 
Collecting data on diversity and inclusion is critical, as it provides a baseline around which 
investment firms can build strategies to improve diversity both within their own investment 
teams and also within their underlying portfolio companies. 

 



Key highlights: 
•    StepStone favors data collec-

tion that allows them to com-
pare and benchmark ethnicity 
across regions at the cost of a 
narrower or country-specific 
ethnicity definition.  

•    They collect data on gender 
and ethnicity for different sen-
iority levels and separate that 
data from back office or legal or 
marketing. They are also start-
ing to ask for similar data from 
GPs on their portfolio com-
panies with a focus on board 
and C-suite composition. 

•    Becoming a signatory to the 
UNPRI sends a strong signal on 
one’s commitment to ESG. 
Many LPs are utilizing the SDGs 
as benchmarks around their in-
vestment programs. 

•    Smaller managers have the ad-
vantage of deep relationships 
with the community. They can 
use their knowledge of the 
community to go micro in 
terms of building deeper rela-
tionships into schools, colleges 
and different organizations to 
drive diverse sourcing for their 
teams and portfolio companies.  

•    For organizations releasing pol-
icy statements and social proc-
lamations, is this the beginning 
of fundamental change, or is 
this a good marketing moment 
and an opportunity to keep 
staff on side?
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Marjorie Tsang: Because StepStone Group has a global reach, how 
do you look at diversity and inclusion across the board? It seems 
to be a definition that can change from region to region. 

Suzanne Tavill: Correct. This can present a data challenge: We all 
recognize the need to measure D&I as this is a critical precursor 
to designing programs to address inequalities, yet measuring D&I 
is challenging. Today the industry is focused on gender and eth-
nicity. The latter varies by country and even by region, which cre-
ates challenges when you want to benchmark practices globally. 
Furthermore, the focus on gender and ethnicity is inherently 
relatively limited. There are so many more dimensions that could 
be considered to build a richer understanding of diversity, includ-
ing sexual orientation, perspectives and beliefs. Even within 
gender, the industry generally still defines gender in a binary 
manner, which is limiting.  

The approach we adopt is to favor data collection that allows us 
to compare and benchmark ethnicity across regions at the cost of 
a narrower or country-specific ethnicity definition. We hone in 
on gender, which fortunately lends itself to global benchmarking. 
We have adopted this approach because we believe that querying 
investment managers on the status of D&I in their own operations 
and in their portfolio holdings will encourage GPs to collect, and 
recognize accountability for, such data. And as it has been said, “If 
you measure something, it gets done.” Furthermore, we can sup-
port GPs by benchmarking their progress over time, against peers 
and across regions.  

Tsang: What data are you collecting?  

Tavill: We are focused on collecting gender and ethnicity data to 
build a diversity picture of the investment organization. We are 
particularly focused on the diversity within the investment team 
because the research shows that diverse teams tend to make 
better decisions. We ask for data through different seniority levels 
and separate that data from back office or legal or marketing. We 
are also starting to ask for similar data from GPs on their portfolio 
companies with a focus on board and C-suite composition as we 
know that change is driven from the top.  

Tsang: What are you seeing with data collection among managers? 
What are your current challenges other than collecting it?  

Tavill: What we are seeing, particularly with larger managers, is 
that the data collection on themselves is getting better. Smaller 
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GPs tend to argue they are thin on the resources and are focusing 
on “managing the business.” I think we’re starting to see recogni-
tion that a focus on D&I is integral to running a successful invest-
ment firm and making effective investment decisions. Having said 
that, there are still many GPs that do not systematically collect data 
on themselves yet will argue they have D&I programs. It is chal-
lenging to understand how they have designed their programs or 
how they measure the effectiveness of these programs without any 
supporting data.  

D&I data collection by GPs on their portfolio companies is still dis-
appointingly low, which is why we believe we need to focus and 
query on this.  

Tsang: Data matters, but how else can managers express that they 
are taking diversity into account? 

Tavill: Now we move into the next topic — policies and processes. 
I think one needs to talk about this through the tenure of an em-
ployee. The first challenge is recruitment, which has been sty-
mied by unconscious bias and institutionalized intransigence. 
Today we have software systems that can help mitigate uncon-
scious bias by sophisticated anonymizing and data-capture tech-
niques. We see GPs moving towards setting minimum 
requirements around diversity for candidate pools and bonuses 
for recruiters that help support D&I targets. Importantly, there 
are many more direct channels for recruitment, like LinkedIn. 
What we’re seeing is that very micro strategies, such as devel-
oping direct contact with certain faculties in universities and col-
laborating with certain organizations like the Robert Toigo 
Foundation, have been very fruitful for a lot of GPs.  

The next challenge is retention and promotion. Fundamentally, this 
is a very difficult one because we know diversity drops off sharply 
between junior and mid to senior levels. People are recognizing the 
need for both mentorship and sponsorship programs within or-
ganizations, as almost mandatory if you want to drive a longer-
lived career for people through the organization. You can’t expect 
women to stay and progress in firms if you don’t have proper par-
ental, childcare and child travel policies.  

But I think it’s also about changing how we think about what ca-
reers look like. This idea of a straight continuous trajectory is not 
necessarily the preferred career path for men and women alike.  
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Very micro strategies, 
such as devel oping direct 

contact with certain 
faculties in universities 
and col laborating with 

certain organizations like 
the Robert Toigo 

Foundation, have been 
very fruitful for a lot  

of GPs.



LPs recognize that D&I 
considerations have 

been shown — through 
extensive research — to 
be related to effective 

decisionmaking. 
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Tsang: One of the pushbacks we are seeing on diversity is that 
managers don’t see its value. How do you discuss that with GPs 
or investors?  

Tavill: Asset-owners and LPs are increasingly starting to care be-
cause their stakeholders care. We see LPs recognize that D&I con-
siderations have been shown — through extensive research — to 
be related to effective decision-making. Since investing is all about 
making decisions, boards and investment committees are becom-
ing more vocal on this issue; some may cease to support GPs that 
are not focused on D&I. Some GPs will choose to ignore this and 
might continue to be quite successful in raising capital for a period 
of time. But the clock is ticking.  

Similarly, support continues to build for bodies like United Nations 
Principles of Responsible Investment where membership sends a 
strong signal on one’s commitment to ESG. As such, we strongly 
encourage both GPs and LPs to become signatories. A focus on D&I 
is integral to this agenda. Moreover, many LPs are utilizing the 
SDGs [UN Sustainable Development Goals] as benchmarks around 
their investment programs. Again, D&I considerations are intri-
cately related to many of the SDGs.1 

We also explain to investment managers that we are focused on 
evaluating their D&I efforts at both the GP and portfolio-company 
level. We believe strongly that, to make effective investment deci-
sions in a sustained manner, you need to have a broad funnel when 
sourcing your team and curating a diverse team. We discuss the 
status or baseline of the GP and explore their initiatives around 
D&I in our due diligence of them. We engage extensively with GPs 
who are seeking support on these issues, as it is in all our interests 
to see progress in this endeavor. GPs that are not focused on these 
issues will not be regarded favorably, and capital may not be allo-
cated to this manager until the situation improves.  

Tsang: How can managers tell their stories? I think the managers 
sometimes focus solely on the corporate and forget about the 
asset level. 

Tavill: I completely agree. At the asset level, construction activ-
ities, in particular, are high risk from a modern slavery perspective 
and tend to struggle with certain D&I dimensions such as gender; 
however, they often employ a number of people from different 
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¹ https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investingwithsdgoutcomesafivepartframework/5895.article

https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article


ethnicities. Asset-management services such as facilities manage-
ment and cleaning are often diverse both in terms of gender and 
ethnicity. Critically, we often find that the diversity falls dramati-
cally as seniority increases in such organizations. This is the op-
portunity for empowerment. It would be great to see case studies 
from GPs that show how individuals have been lifted out of blue-
collar work into management, how organizations have become 
more diverse from top to bottom, how organizations fund schol-
arships for the disadvantaged to provide opportunities to enter 
the sector at something other than the lowest rung, and the bene-
fits of financial empowerment to the many female blue-collar 
workers employed. Ultimately, the real estate sector is a very large 
employer, and as such the impact can be incredible. 

Tsang: It comes to the point of, “How are you showing progress?” 
Particularly for smaller managers that don’t have breadth, it is 
helpful to hear from LPs that they want to see acknowledgement 
of and some efforts and programs around diversity.  

Tavill: I think that is exactly the right takeaway. GPs need to af-
firmatively recognize that they need to start a journey to address 
D&I. Every GP will take a different path as they will have differing 
starting points and needs. But starting that journey is critical and 
the recommended first step is getting some data on the status quo. 
The advantage smaller managers have is, they’ve got deep relation-
ships with the community and that’s where the opportunity is. 
They can use the knowledge of the community to go micro in 
terms of building deeper relationships into schools, colleges and 
different organizations to drive diverse sourcing for their teams 
and portfolio companies.  

Tsang: I think what smaller managers need to understand is that 
in the ideal world, an investor wants to develop a long-term rela-
tionship. It is not cost-effective to go out and shop for another 
manager every other year. Investors are happy to see progress as 
long as there’s progress.  

Since #MeToo and now the Black Lives Matter movements, have 
you seen a change in attitude or process or behavior of managers?  

Tavill: We see organizations releasing a lot of policy statements 
and social proclamations. The question really is: Is this the begin-
ning of fundamental change, or is this a good marketing moment 
and an opportunity to keep staff on side? I grew up in South Africa, 
unfortunately under apartheid. What I remember is how very long 
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will have differing 
starting points and 

needs. But starting that 
journey is critical and 

the recommended first 
step is getting some 

data on the status quo. 
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it takes to effect change. It takes a concerted and sustained effort. 
It takes leadership. There was a reason why they called it the 
“Struggle.” I worry about our collective ability to maintain focus 
and attention on these issues in a world of diminishing attention 
spans and disaggregated leadership. We need regulatory bodies to 
become more vocal. We need industry groups like yours to lean in. 
Then we have a chance. 

Tsang: What can LPs do to further D&I, especially in the US?  

Tavill: LPs can make a difference if they choose to. They have enor-
mous power both through their actions and advocacy. Every con-
versation that they have with a GP is an opportunity to advocate 
these issues; every LPA they negotiate is an opportunity to drive 
change. The more GPs hear the same concerns being raised and 
understand their clients’ needs, the more likely they are to follow 
suit. Specifically, around D&I, I would encourage LPs to ask GPs for 
data on the composition of their investment teams and boards, the 
executive leadership of their portfolio holdings, and then how the 
GP is driving change in the status quo.  

Finally, asset-owners. While they want to ensure they get the most 
competitive risk-adjusted return for their capital, increasingly they 
want to see value alignment between how their money is being in-
vested and the collective beliefs or mission of that organization. 
Many asset owners are aligning their beliefs and mission state-
ments with the SDGs; others will be laser-focused on D&I or cli-
mate change. The generation that is the new largest component of 
future pensioners will increasingly be vocal on seeing such value 
alignment led by the boards of their pension funds. 
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I grew up in South 
Africa, unfortunately 

under apartheid. What I 
remember is how very 
long it takes to effect 

change. It takes a 
concerted and sustained 

effort. It takes 
leadership. 
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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 $2 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  
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shared.

Value 
added.
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