
                             >>As 2019 draws to a close, an uncertain political and economic environment, competition for talent and the desire for 
diversity are a few of the challenges facing today’s leaders.

Three Chicago area executives shared their insights on these topics with Crain’s Content Studio, including how they’re positioning their 
organizations for success in 2020 and beyond.

Please describe a challenge 
your organization is facing, 
and how you’re responding to 
or meeting the challenge. 

Jennifer L. Sherman: At 
Federal Signal, the teams are 
energized around new product 
development and acquisition 
opportunities. The challenge 
is to continually prioritize, 
identify and pursue the highest 
long-term returns for our 
shareholders. Our key strategies 
guide our prioritization on a 
daily basis—and for the long-
term. They include accelerating 
organic growth in new and 
existing end-markets, supporting 
a culture of best-in-class 
operational performance, 
and making disciplined M&A 
decisions. We’ve been steadfast 
in our commitment to grow 
profi tably, while diversifying 
both our revenue streams and 
our end-market exposures, as 
we seek to mute the impact of 
market cyclicality. 

Susan Gallagher: All companies, 
including ours, are facing 
signifi cant talent challenges. 
Our biggest challenges 
today include recruiting 
well, maintaining the energy 
and interest of employees, 
supporting them to bring their 
best to work each day and 
creating inclusion to gain the 
unique business impact we 
desire. We help companies 
deal with issues such as 
managing change, engaging 
and retaining employees, and 
developing leaders. We’re 
seeing companies of all sizes 
looking to support their people 
holistically for personal and 
professional growth and 
maximum performance for the 
company.

How is your organization 
identifying new customers or 
new market opportunities? 

Scott J. Fisher: Every successful 
business must appreciate what 
it does well, and recognize 
that it doesn’t do everything 
well. Accordingly, we focus 
our efforts on identifying new 
customers where we already 
have a market advantage and 
where we offer something 
that’s unique. We identify new 
market opportunities where our 
clients have needs. For example, 
we focus on solutions at the 
intersection of private equity, 
wealth planning and technology 
companies—each of which is a 
space where we have a market-
leading position. Similarly, we 

made a signifi cant investment 
over the last decade in intellectual 
property, where we established 
unmatched breadth and depth, as 
refl ected by the fact that we have 
more IP professionals in our offi ce 
than any other general practice 
Chicago fi rm. 

Sherman: We constantly ask 
ourselves, “What are the unmet 
needs of our customers and 
what role can we play in solving 
their problems?”  We spend 
large amounts of time in the 
fi eld with our customers and 
hold brainstorming sessions 
where we identify a multitude 
of meaningful ideas for new 
products. Recent successful 
examples include our “safe 
digging” portfolio of hydro- 
excavation vehicles, innovative 
street sweepers designed to 
meet customers’ needs and 
contribute to a low-carbon 
future, and a new police car 
light and siren controller system 
with greater ease of use and 
unprecedented new features 
showcased recently at the 
International Association of 

Chiefs of Police Conference in 
Chicago. 

Gallagher: Our market is 
organizations that see the value 
in helping their people perform, 
which helps the business 
perform. Recently, some tech 
executives at a panel discussion 
said that the most important 
skills for future success are soft 
skills—and I agree. This is probably 
why we’re seeing increased 
demand for coaching throughout 
organizations, from the C-suite 
level on down. Some of this 
involves reskilling to keep up with 
the rapid development of new 
technologies, or helping a new 
leader assimilate to a new role 
and team. We’re seeing global 
teams, in particular, seek guidance 
to be nimbler and more effective 
while facing challenges like the 
gig economy, multi-generational 
workforces and global talent and 
skills gaps. 

How are you dealing with 
the uncertainties of today’s 
political and economic 
environment? 

Gallagher: A solid foundation of 
talent is one of the best defenses 
against today’s uncertain 
environment. If your leaders 
and teams are aligned, if they’re 
high-performing and have a 
clear vision of the organization’s 
strategic plan and vision, you’re 
better positioned to adjust 
quickly and nimbly to change. 
Increasing communication 
among leadership and 
employees is also vital to a 
high-performing team and vital 
to success in a rapidly changing 
environment.

Sherman: We expect our 
fi nancial position heading into 
2020 to be very strong, allowing 
us to remain true to our capital 
allocation priorities, which 
include investing in organic 
growth initiatives, pursuing 
acquisition opportunities that 
will provide long term value to 
stockholders, funding dividends 
and repurchasing shares. New 
product introductions will remain 
a focus, with a diverse set of new 
product offerings scheduled for 
commercial launch in 2020. Our 
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SUSAN GALLAGHER is 
president and CEO of 
BPI group, a leadership 
development and transition 
consultancy with more than 
1,000 consultants worldwide. 
She joined the fi rm in 2016, 
bringing more than 35 years of 
experience in the professional 
services industry, including 
roles with Arthur Andersen, 
Huron Consulting Group, TPC 
and Patina Solutions. She chairs 
the board of Mercy Hospital 
& Health System in Chicago 
and is a board member of the 
Human Resources Management Association of Chicago. 
She has served on numerous other not-for-profi t boards 
throughout her career, and received the U.S. President’s 
Volunteer Award for her work with The American Red 
Cross.

JENNIFER L. SHERMAN is 
president and CEO of Federal 
Signal Corp., a publicly 
traded diversifi ed industrial 
manufacturing company (NYSE: 
FSS) with approximately 
3,500 global employees, 
headquartered in Oak Brook. 
Since assuming this position 
in January of 2016, she has 
guided the company to divest 
non-core businesses, made 
highly strategic acquisitions and 
transformed its organic growth 
efforts. Her commitment to new 
product development resulted 
in the company winning a 2016 
Chicago Innovation Award. In 2017,  she was nominated 
by the Executives’ Club of Chicago for CEO Innovator of 
the Year.

SCOTT J. FISHER is the 
managing partner of Neal 
Gerber Eisenberg, one of 
the largest single-offi ce law 
fi rms in the nation, where he 
leads its efforts to build and 
foster an inclusive, industrious 
and collaborative culture. 
As a litigator, he focuses his 
practice on class actions and 
complex business disputes. 
He also guides Fortune 500 
companies, entrepreneurs and 
wealthy individuals in high-stakes 
disputes and transactions. Inside 
and outside the fi rm, he mentors the next generation 
of lawyers. He is an active supporter of the American 
Jewish Committee, actively champions Equality Illinois, 
and serves as a trustee on the board of WTTW/WFMT.
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Sherman: We believe that 
technology will differentiate 
our products and give us a 
competitive advantage. We’ve 
revamped our approach to 
innovation— emphasizing the 
importance of understanding 
customer needs and 
opportunities in new markets. 
We know technology is changing 
what customers want in product 
functionality, and equally, 
how they interact with us as a 
company. To support those 
demands, we’ve built—and 
continue to build—new systems 
to help us support new product 
capabilities, manage customer 
insights and optimize our 
internal processes. We employ 
technology where it fi ts.

Fisher: Our vision has always 
been twofold—to provide the 
most sound and sophisticated 
counsel and service to our 
clients, and to attract and retain 
exceptional people. Today, 
technology is an important 
component of achieving both 
goals. Whether through cutting-
edge collaborative platforms to 
work with our clients in real time, 
or predictive analytics to improve 
legal and pricing strategy, or an 
infrastructure that affords our 
attorneys the fl exibility to provide 
service seamlessly from anywhere 
around the globe, technology 
has been key in the progressive 
solutions we’ve deployed to 
benefi t our clients and our 
people. With our strategic use 
of technology, we’re mindful 
of the risks of an increasingly 
digital business ecosystem, 
and we ensure best-in-class 
security protocols are in place 
by frequently testing, evaluating 
and upgrading our technology 
systems.

Gallagher: We use technology to 
set new strategies and anticipate 
needs, navigate ups and downs 
in today’s business climate, and 
certainly speed up with the pace 
of change around us. We’re 
constantly thinking about doing 
things faster and at scale. While 
technology is certainly part of 
the solution for many business 
challenges today, there’s no 
substitute for human interaction.

How are you attracting and 
retaining talent? 

Fisher: We believe it’s important 
to recognize the attributes 
that will lead to success at our 
fi rm, so we’re very intentional 
in our recruiting efforts. We 
look for people who know 
themselves and are proud 
of it, who are hardworking 
and enjoy working hard, and 
who crave the challenges and 
rewards of individual enterprise. 
Our platform is collaborative, 
entrepreneurial, interdisciplinary 
and innovative. Our goal is to give 
each individual the opportunity 
to have a fulfi lling career and a 
full life in a way that works for 
them. We’re intentional about 
meeting our talent where it wants 
to be met, and about offering 
innovative solutions to today’s 
challenges. For example, instead 
of performing only exit interviews 

on departure, we periodically 
conduct “stay” interviews with our 
existing colleagues on why they’re 
here, what they love, and what 
we could do better. From that 
we developed myriad initiatives, 
including remote-working 
programs and a more robust 
parental leave policy. 

Sherman: Let me share just one 
unique example. Our largest 
manufacturing business located 
about two hours southwest 
of Chicago has partnered, for 
the past eight years, with a 
local high school and plays a 
key role in the school’s shop 
and engineering programs. 
Six to seven new high school 
graduates are hired each year 
from this local “co-op” program. 
The business attributes its low 
turnover rates and long employee 
tenure to its “employee-fi rst” 
culture and attractive benefi ts, 
including opportunities for job-
related training and leadership 
development.

Gallagher: We’re fortunate that 
we help change people’s lives; 
that helps create a wonderful 
reason to show up every day. In 
today’s culture, job satisfaction 
isn’t solely a refl ection of the 
organization itself, but of the 
opportunities presented to 
employees. This is especially 
true of the younger generation—
they’re used to everything coming 
at warp speed. They expect 
coaching, mentoring and rotation 
through different roles. They 
expect opportunities to have a 
real impact on the organization. 
Much like marketers who focus 
on the customer experience, 
organizations like ours and those 
we serve must offer a compelling 
employee experience to retain 
and attract talent.

How is your organization 
increasing diversity in your 
leadership pipeline? 

Gallagher: We have a diverse 
leadership team and we’re 
focused on maintaining that and 
always refreshing it. I recently 
had the opportunity to work 
with The Chicago Network to 
launch the Equity Principles 
Campaign, encouraging all 
companies in Chicago to sign 
a pledge to achieve 50 percent 
representation of women—
including women of color—at 
all levels by 2030. In addition, a 
major focus of my board activity 
has been to create boards with 
50 percent diverse membership. 

Fisher: Generally, large law fi rms 
have done poorly promoting 
anyone other than straight white 
men; that’s unacceptable to 
us. At a strategic level, we’ve 
evolved the conversation. For 
example, adding an agenda 
item on inclusive culture at 
every executive committee 
meeting. Likewise, recognizing 
that opportunity is essential 
to advancement, every major 
talent decision at NGE includes 
a candidate pool with at least 
30 percent women, attorneys of 
color and/or LGBTQ+ lawyers. 
Similarly, our leadership 

team supports traditionally 
underrepresented junior partners 
to ensure their success through 
our sponsorship initiative. 
We’re fortunate to have straight 
white male leaders committed 
to the success of traditionally 
underrepresented lawyers, 
willing to be vulnerable, to share 
what they might not know about 
another’s experience, and to 
use their infl uence to impact the 
future of someone who doesn’t 
look like them. 

Sherman: Broadening our 
diversity of perspective is a key 
initiative. We introduced diversity 
to our board 13 years ago and 
for some time, we’ve had several 
women and individuals with 
nontraditional backgrounds in 
key positions in the organization. 
Currently 43 percent of our key 
corporate executives are women.   

What do leaders need to be 
successful in the coming year – 
both individually and as change 
agents for their organizations? 

Sherman: Leaders need to stay 
focused on the future while still 
successfully guiding the business 
on a daily basis. They need to be 
able to anticipate and adapt to 
change. They need to support a 
culture within their organization 
that contributes to this agility.

Gallagher: Leaders need to focus 
on re-wiring their organizations for 
sustainable change. It starts with 
a focus on people–attracting the 
right people, developing them 
and creating environments where 
their individual genius can fl ow. 
We need to create collaborative 
environments where teams can 

work together to produce a 
competitive advantage. More and 
more, leaders and managers need 
coaching to foster continuous 
assessment, feedback, learning, 
and ultimately, accountability for 
results. In addition, a focus on 
the talent strategy will be critical. 
With the lowest unemployment 
rate in 50 years, and 10,000 baby 
boomers retiring every day, many 
companies will face a serious 
shortfall of leaders within the next 
fi ve years. Keeping the pipeline 
fi lled and retaining a healthy and 
sustainable workforce is crucial 
for success. 

Fisher: Emotional intelligence 
is a critical leadership attribute 
in this era of sound bites and 
short(er) attention spans. 
Likewise, awareness of your own 
limitations and strengths, as 
well as an understanding of the 
experiences of others, have never 
been more important. Those 
qualities engender confi dence 
in your people and clients, and 
provide the base from which 
you can effectuate meaningful 
change. In these uncertain times 
it’s important for leaders to be 
visionaries and change agents, 
to recognize emerging industry 
and environmental changes, 
and to provide leadership in 
implementing the vision of the 
fi rm. As we chart a unique path in 
our industry, there also must be 
consistent, clear communication, 
as well an ability to listen with 
the intent to understand. Above 
all, an effective leader must be 
honest, have integrity beyond 
reproach and demonstrate—to 
customers, shareholders, partners 
and employees—that the leader 
will do the right thing.

What actions will be key for 
your organization to promote 
growth in 2020?

Gallagher: In November we 
announced a management-
led buyout of the BPI group 
business from our French 
owners. We remain a global 
consultancy, now independently 
owned and headquartered in 
Chicago. Our new investors 
will provide the backing we 
need to execute our ambitious 
growth strategy. We intend to 
focus on the quality standards 
in our industry and really put a 
stake in the ground on quality 
coaching at all levels. We’ll 
be strengthening our core by 
investing in more consultants 
and coaches, and expanding 
our reach to additional 
geographic locations. We’ll 
continue to invest in training and 
development. As the demand 
grows among our clients for 
meeting their talent challenges, 
we anticipate our own growth to 
continue. We’re very excited for 
this new chapter. 

Sherman: We intend to stay 
committed to our mission 
statement, to build and deliver 
equipment of unmatched quality 
that moves material, cleans 
infrastructure and protects the 
communities where we work 
and live. Our commitment 
to continuous improvement, 
embracing reasonable risk, 
and unparalleled execution 
will continue to show up in our 
fi nancial statements, on both the 
top line—as organic sales 
growth and sales from new 
product introductions—and the 
bottom line.

deal pipeline is active and, with 
our healthy cash fl ow generation 
and strong fi nancial position, 
we’re well-positioned to pursue 
additional strategic acquisition 
candidates.  

Fisher: While I expect that the 
volatility of the markets gets the 
most attention, real attention must 
be given to the divisive politics 
and rhetoric we hear, read and 
see every day.  This is not about 
politics; it’s about respect and the 
emotional toll that the absence of 
civil discourse has on our people. 
It’s incumbent on leadership to 
remind our colleagues that not 
everyone shares the same views, 
and while you can disagree, you 
cannot disrespect another. Our 
strong economic environment 
requires leaders to plan for the 
reality that it won’t last forever, and 
to continue to make the “diffi cult 
decisions” even when performing 
well. When a downturn arises, 
our planning during the “good 
times” will put us in a position to 
capitalize on our good fi nancial 
health and ensure we’re agile 
and ready to take advantage of 
the market opportunities, which 
history tells us will exist. 

What role does culture play in 
your organization’s success?

Fisher: Culture is critical to every 
decision we make, and it takes 
a lot of hard work to maintain. 
Your culture is not the words 
below your sig block, or the 
words on your website. Your 
culture is the sum of the daily 
experiences of your people. 
For example, collaboration is 
part of our culture, and we view 
it as a competitive advantage. 
We constantly evaluate whether 
we have the right systems in 
place to facilitate collaboration 
and whether we incentivize it. 
Inclusivity is part of our culture. 
We work hard to ensure that our 
decision-making is not impacted 
by implicit bias, that we celebrate 
each other’s strengths, and that 
all of our employees feel like they 
can come to the offi ce and be their 
authentic selves. Our culture is an 
essential part of our strategy, and a 
distinguishing factor for our clients 
and people in the increasingly 
homogenous legal industry.

Gallagher: We work on culture 
every day, and driving a people-
centric, values-oriented culture is a 
common theme with our clients. As 
employees seek deeper meaning 
from their work, culture can be 
a critical competitive advantage. 
Companies that have experienced 
a merger or acquisition are 
particularly vulnerable when it 

comes to culture. Nearly half of 
all mergers and acquisitions fail 
because of incompatible cultures. 
The challenge is for leaders to 
retain the uniqueness of each 
organization, while also giving 
all employees good reasons to 
embrace the new culture of the 
combined organization. However, 
attention to culture is sometimes 
harder for companies not in 
acquisition mode since they don’t 
have the impetus to focus on it. 

Sherman: Our culture revolves 
around the customer; we know 
that we won’t be successful unless 
our customers are successful, and 
so we spend large amounts of 
time and energy understanding 
their needs. Employees are 
empowered to regularly initiate 
new projects that they believe 
will better meet new customer 
needs. Culture is as much about 
knowing what not to do as what to 
do, and we’re not afraid to say no 
to projects if we believe they’re 
out of scope. I just celebrated my 
25th year with Federal Signal and 
I could not be more excited about 
the culture we’ve created of high 
expectations, resilience, creativity, 
people development and passion 
for execution. 

What role does technology play 
in your organization’s success? 

Connect with us today to  
discover how we can help align  
your talent and business for success.
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