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Working to 
create a culture 
of diversity and 
inclusiveness 
for over a 
decade.

A BETTER PARTNERSHIP‰
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R
odney Martin has seen a great deal of 
progress in Grand Rapids becoming a 
more diverse and inclusive community 
over the last three decades.

However, more work lies ahead, says Martin, 
a partner with the law firm Warner, Norcross & 
Judd who has played a leadership role, both 
within his firm and in the greater community, in 
making Grand Rapids a more welcoming place 
for people of all backgrounds. He is very clear 
about the distinction between diversity and 
inclusion, saying that simply encouraging diver-
sity doesn’t go far enough.

“When you focus only on diversity, it only gets 
you part way to where you want to be,” Martin says. 
“You’ve got to make sure that you bring diverse 
people into your organization, that they have an 
equal opportunity to participate, that their voices 
are appreciated and valued in the same way.”

The good news, Martin says, is that the Grand 
Rapids-area business community is recognizing 
the value of diversity and inclusion.

“I think the business community, now 
more than ever, recognizes that diversity and 
inclusion are key components to our being 
able to attract talent that we can compete in 
the global economy,” he says. “You see that 
with the major employers in West Michigan 

– Spectrum Health, Amway, Steelcase, 
Herman Miller and Haworth, for example – all 
of them are very strongly committed to this.”

At Spectrum Health, diversity and inclu-
sion is an organizational priority, according 
to Jennifer Jackson, director of the health 
care system’s efforts in that area. Spectrum 
has played an active role in Talent 2025, a 
collaborative effort of more than 100 West 
Michigan employers that has identified as 
one of its priorities improving recruitment 
and retention of diverse talent.

“Workforce diversity and inclusion is a prior-
ity of Talent 2025. Current areas of focus include 
gaining C-suite commitment, piloting a bench-
marking survey, developing a virtual employer 
toolkit and an inclusive leadership development 
training program,” Johnson says.

While a cursory glance at diversity efforts 
may focus on areas of race and gender, Martin 
says addressing diversity goes way beyond 
those areas to include generational diversity, 
sexual orientation, religion, socioeconomic sta-
tus, ability/disability and even differences in how 
people see the world.

“It’s important you surround yourself with dif-
ferent points of view. Each of us has a diverse 
and unique set of experiences that we bring to 
the table,” Martin says.

Johnson agrees. She says Spectrum has been 
working for more than 20 years toward attracting, 

retaining, leveraging and engaging a diverse tal-
ent pool. The organization has established five 
employee-led inclusion resource groups – one 
for African-American employees, another for 
Hispanic/Latino employees, while other groups 
represent LGBTQ employees, veterans and young 
professionals. “It is critical that we reflect the 

communities we serve,” Johnson says.
In addition, Spectrum executives have cre-

ated a “culture leadership team,” headed up 
by President and CEO Richard Breon. “I am 
extremely proud to work for an organization 
that continues to make (diversity and inclusion) 
a priority,” Johnson says.
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Over the past decade, Martin has led 
efforts at Warner, Norcross and Judd to make 
the company not only more diverse, but also 
to make sure new attorneys were getting 
fair opportunities to advance their careers, 
regardless of background. The effort started 
in 2008 when the firm began tracking every 
case that was assigned and which attorneys 
were assigned to each case.

“That gives us the ability to make sure all the 
attorneys are getting an opportunity to work on 
career-advancing work, and that some people 
aren’t getting slighted,” Martin says.

In recent years, attorneys for the firm have 
brought in consultants to work with them on 
recognizing the potential for unconscious 
bias, and to overhaul the firm’s system for 
evaluating associates to make sure it was 
objective, Martin says.

Today, 47 percent of WNJ’s attorneys are 
women, while 16 percent are minority. In each 
of the past 10 years, women have made up 
more than half of the new associates joining 
the firm, while the rate of attrition for female 
associates over the last five years has been 
lower than for male associates. Women com-
prise 17 percent of WNJ’s partners, more 
than double the percentage in 2006. That 
list includes Pamela Enslen, who heads up 
the firm’s Kalamazoo office, according to the 
company’s annual diversity report.

In addition to his involvement within 
Warner, Norcross & Judd, Martin has played 
a leading role within the Grand Rapids Bar 
Association in encouraging diversity and 
inclusion within the legal community. Seven 
years ago, he helped lead an association con-
ference on inclusion that was attended by 
170 lawyers, representing the area’s 12 larg-
est law firms. Out of that conference came 
the Managing Partners Diversity Collaborative.

“I think for us, it was very important in helping 
us identify and implement some best practices,” 

Martin says. “The whole effort increased the 
awareness of the need to promote diversity 
in our community of lawyers. Today, there is a 
much greater awareness and effort on the part 
of individual law firms to become more inclu-
sive, and as a bar association.”

Some of the efforts of the bar included sup-
port of scholarship programs, continuing of a 
clerkship program that has dated back to the 
early 1990s where minority law students come 
to Grand Rapids during the summer, and the 
creation of material to market Grand Rapids as a 
diverse and welcoming community, Martin says.

Likewise, Spectrum has reached out into 
the community to become a more inclusive 
organization. Some of Spectrum’s efforts have 
included Healthier Communities, which reaches 
out to  people from diverse demographic, eco-
nomic or cultural backgrounds who don’t have 
access to health care or are risk for poor health. 
The organization also has established a schol-
arship program at Grand Rapids Community 
College to help students interested in health 
sciences or health care careers, Johnson says.

Meanwhile, Warner, Norcross and Judd 
recently awarded scholarships to six minority 
students through the Grand Rapids Community 
Foundation to assist them in furthering their legal 
studies, and four others who help them prepare 
for the Law School Admissions Test (LSAT). The 
firm has been awarding scholarships through the 
GRCF to assist minority law students for 17 years, 
according to the annual diversity report.

Rodney Martin often quotes a consultant 
friend of his with regard to the importance 
of progress in both diversity and inclusion: 
“Diversity has a way of being invited to the party. 
Inclusion is being asked to dance.”

“Being invited to the party is a great thing, but 
unless somebody asks you to dance, what’s the 
point?” Martin says. “You’ve got to give people 
the opportunity to participate and give them 
opportunities to succeed.” n


