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WE KEEP OPPORTUNITY FLOWING

Illinois American Water is 
committed to having a 
diverse workforce and 
supplier network. 

Illinois American Water 
invested over $65 million 
with Diverse Suppliers 
in 2021. 

Learn more about 
becoming a supplier and 
Inclusion and Diversity at 
Illinois American Water 
by visiting 
illinoisamwater.com. 

Championing Diversity
Succeeding one employee at a time

DEI and LGBTQ+ inclusion in the St. Louis 
Metro region: “A Tale of Two States”
By JAIMIE HILEMAN 
(she, her, hers)
Special to the Illinois Business Journal

I’m an LGBTQ+ cultural competency 
educator and DEI professional. What 
does THAT mouthful actually MEAN…

to anybody?
It means 

that after a long 
career in the cor-
porate world and 
another in LG-
BTQ+ (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and 
queer-identified 
persons, “+” 
holds space 
for other at-
tributes so our 

initialism doesn’t become unwieldy…
English only has 26 letters) advocacy, I 
now consult and educate for business in 
Human Resources and Diversity, Eq-
uity, and Inclusion (DEI) environments, 
and also in educational and healthcare 
institutions. I even have some faith-based 
clients, folks exploring what including 
we LGBTQ+ folks in their spaces of faith 
and worship might look like for them.

 My consultancy does everything 

Hileman

Here’s who’s affected in metro areas like ours with the very different civil 
rights and workplace protections between neighboring states.

from assessment, policy, and educational 
facilitation, from “LGBTQ Basics” to 
“The Business Case for Diversity” to 
“Creating Transgender Inclusive Space 
in Healthcare” and many points between. 
I’m a professional member of the World 
Professional Association for Transgender 
Health (WPATH), the American Associa-
tion of Sexuality Educators, Counselors, 
and Therapists (AASECT), and the St. 
Louis LGBTQ Chamber of Commerce. 
I’m also pleased to teach at the Brown 
School of Social Work at Washington 
University in St. Louis. Some believe that 
what I do is “harm reduction,” a social 
work term, or “risk mitigation,” a legal 
term, or “cultural competency educa-
tion,” aka team building and organiza-
tional culture development, the process 
of creating teams that cohesively work 
together towards common goals. 

They’re all correct.
Once upon a time, diversity was 

thought to be race, religious belief, 
national origin, or ethnicity, but we now 
understand that many other components 
of the human experience influence who 
we are and the skills, drive, expertise, 
and energy we bring to our professions.

Modern business understands that 
more diverse work teams have higher 
employee engagement rates, more 
organizational loyalty, increased produc-
tivity and innovation, lower turnover, 
and a competitive edge for recruit-
ing top talent (Forbes, July 2022).

Here’s just one example: the Human 
Rights Campaign (HRC), the nation’s 
largest LGBTQ+) civil rights organization 
has released its 2022 Corporate Equality 
Index (CEI), the best-known U.S. survey/
analysis measuring company policies and 

practices related to LGBTQ+ workplace 
equality. A record-breaking 842 businesses 
in 2022, employing 14.3 million work-
ers achieved the top CEI rating of 100, 
up from only 13 in its first year. The CEI 
score has become impactful not only for 
LGBTQ Americans looking for profes-
sional opportunities but for non-LGBTQ 
potential employees as well, seeing it 
as an indicator of employee satisfac-
tion and quality work environments.

What does the environment of 
our St. Louis Metro area look like in 
terms of the “state of the workplace” 
for LGBTQ+ Illinoisans and Missouri-
ans? How do we rate inclusive policy 
and workplace satisfaction? What are 
our strengths and opportunities? Why 
do people need or seek my services?

Let’s look at the very different regula-
tory environment as far as the Missouri 
side of the river vs. the Illinois Metro East:

• Illinois decriminalized being 
LGBTQ in 1962, by legislative action, 
and was the very first U.S. state to do 
so, while Missouri did so as a result of a 
Supreme Court ruling in 2003 (Lawrence)

• Illinois has had marriage equal-
ity since 2013, Missouri by SCO-
TUS ruling in 2015 (Obergefell).

Illinois American Water: Focused 
on inclusion, diversity and equity 
through its three pillars

Illinois American Water is commit-
ted to inclusion, diversity and equity, 
and focuses on ID&E through three 
pillars: culture, people and community.

Jennifer Morrison, Illinois Ameri-
can Water program director of supplier 
diversity and community outreach, said, 
“We are intentional about creating an 
inclusive culture where our employees 
feel a sense of belonging and ease in 
bringing their full selves to work.”

To support this effort, American 
Water offers several Employee Business 
Resource Groups (EBRGs) including:

• Black/African Ameri-
can: Together We Stand.

• Female: WE CAN.
• People with Disabilities: Abled.
• LGBTQ+: American Water Proud.
The company also champions al-

lyship and continuously focuses on 
dialogue to decrease unconscious bi-
ases. Morrison said, “There’s work to 
be done, but the important thing is we 
are willing to do it. This is a journey 
- an intentional journey – for the better-
ment of the employee experience, and 
ultimately the customer experience.”

She added, “Our company’s efforts 
are growing and expanding across Illi-
nois. We know the importance of hav-
ing diverse individuals on our team and 
that extends to our external partners.” 

In regard to diverse suppliers, Illinois 
American Water spent more than $65 
million with diverse suppliers to conduct 
business in 2021. The diverse suppli-
ers and businesses consist of minority-
owned, women-owned, veteran-owned 
and small business enterprises. In 2021, 

over 28 percent of the company’s spend 
was spent with diverse vendors detailed 
in the company’s annual report to the 
Illinois Commerce Commission, which 
regulates the state’s public utilities. 

“As a company, we are moving pro-
gressively in the right direction. Our work 
with our employees, vendors and commu-
nity partners is extremely important to our 
business. We are excited to see where the 
future leads with our inclusion and diver-
sity efforts across Illinois,” said Morrison. 

Illinois American Water also fo-
cuses on community engagement to 
support diverse organizations. Last 
year, the company launched an Inclu-
sion and Diversity Grant program to 
provide financial assistance to organiza-
tions seeking to develop and implement 
programs, training or community-related 
projects to promote and foster inclu-
sion and diversity in the community.

Organizations receiving a grant 
in Southern Illinois included:

• House of Miles East St. Louis 
(HOME), located in East St. Louis, to 
support their HOME Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering, Arts, Math-
ematics (STEAM) program. 

• No Father Left Behind, Inc. 
in Belleville, to support incarcer-
ated men and their children. 

• YWCA of Southern Illinois, lo-
cated in Alton, to offer diverse story-
books for teacher professional devel-
opment and continuing education. 

For more information about Il-
linois American Water please visit 
www.illinoisamwater.com.
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