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			Advance Praise for Living Beyond Your Dreams

			“Living Beyond Your Dreams is packed with helpful principles and inspiring stories about success in business and in life. Bill’s thoughtful insights embody one of his core principles of ‘Giving Generously,’ which he does to the benefit of his readers on each and every page so that they can live beyond their dreams.”

			—   John Hope Bryant, founder, chairman, and CEO of Operation HOPE, serial entrepreneur, and author

			 

			“Living Beyond Your Dreams reflects Bill Ferguson’s heart for creating change in an industry that desperately needs change and offers an inspirational roadmap for making that change a reality. Any corporation can leverage the book’s insights to create an inclusive culture that will impact organizational performance.”

			—   Leslie D. Hale, president and chief executive officer, RLJ Lodging Trust; board member, Delta Airlines; trustee, Howard University

			 

			“After over four decades in senior management recruiting, Bill Ferguson shares invaluable insights that have propelled hundreds of his clients to extraordinary success. The key takeaway: You must become the CEO of your own self before you can lead others. Living Beyond Your Dreams distills the essential principles identified by Bill that aspiring leaders should consider cultivating within themselves to achieve success and effect positive change in the world. It is a powerful treatise written by someone who has borne witness to those who have lived their dreams.”

			—   M. Brian Blake, president, Georgia State University
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			To my wife, Penny, who unselfishly sacrificed the bandwidth needed for me to embark upon this remarkable journey. And to everyone else with a passion for living beyond their dreams.

			I am dedicating this book (and its profits) to my foundation, The Ferguson Centers for Leadership Excellence, and our leadership team, whose unfailing commitment to recruiting diverse college students into our industry is simply remarkable! Providing these future leaders access to the C-suite and boardroom is the best way not only to enhance corporate performance but also to address this country’s growing economic divide.
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			When Opportunity Knocks

			It was 2016 and I was happily minding my own business, which is to say I was minding the business of RLJ Lodging Trust as its president, CEO, and director.

			The legendary Bob Johnson and I co-founded RLJ Development in 2000, and we took it public as RLJ Lodging Trust in 2011. In addition to a dream partner, I had a dream team around me. It was a dream job, and I had no plans to leave.

			Then Bill Ferguson entered my life.

			When Bill comes calling, I can assure you that opportunity is always knocking.

			In this case, Blackstone and Hilton Hotels had hired Bill’s firm to identify and recruit a CEO for a new real estate investment trust in the lodging and hospitality sector. Blackstone, the world’s largest alternative asset manager, was backing the deal with capital, and Hilton was contributing assets in the form of sixty-seven high-end hotel properties.

			Blackstone and Hilton wanted a CEO with experience managing a lodging REIT and who had the investor credibility to lead a successful IPO. Bill identified me as a candidate, and we discussed the opportunity over dinner. He wanted to confirm that I would be a fit, and I wanted to find out why I would leave the comfort of RLJ Lodging Trust for something different.

			This wasn’t a case where Bill was asking me to simply trade one CEO role for another. I had worked for Hilton earlier in my career, and in fact, RLJ Development was a spin-off of Hilton properties. I not only knew Jon Gray at Blackstone and Chris Nassetta at Hilton well, but I trusted and respected them. I was drawn to their vision for the business, liked the idea of taking on a fresh challenge, and had a more than capable team in place to carry on the work at RLJ. Leslie Hale, also profiled in this book, eventually became CEO at RLJ, a role she is in today!

			So as hard as it was to leave Bob Johnson and my team at RLJ, I agreed to take the role as CEO (and now chairman) of the newly created Park Hotels & Resorts (NYSE: PK).

			During the process, Bill and I became friends, and my respect for him as a leader and industry advocate grew. I am confident he’s the perfect person to write this book, and I believe Living Beyond Your Dreams will be a powerful force in enhancing diversity across the leadership ranks of our industry.

			Bill and I spent a great deal of time together when he was vetting CEO candidates for Park Hotels & Resorts, so he learned my story and background, and I got to know him as well. He then helped me identify and recruit our board, which included the likes of retired Continental Airlines CEO Gordon Bethune, former Saks CEO Stephen Sadove, former US Senator Joe Lieberman, and former Weyerhaeuser CFO Patricia Bedient. Bill also played a role in recruiting some members of my leadership team.

			It became clear that Bill takes a strategic and merit-based approach to recruiting leaders and board members. He looks for the people who have the right skills, who are the right fit, and who can bring diverse backgrounds and experiences that yield fresh and innovative insights.

			He also knows there’s a lack of diversity in the leadership pipeline across real estate and hospitality firms, and he has a passion for doing something about it. This book represents that passion.

			Bill interviewed twenty-four executives, including me, who can speak to the trials and tribulations of rising from humble beginnings to become leaders, typically CEOs! And while this book addresses the major barriers my colleagues and I often faced along the way, he takes a decidedly optimistic approach that will encourage and equip anyone who reads these stories.

			The thing I appreciate about Bill and that shines through in this book is the way he puts actions behind his conviction that a diverse culture leads to superior corporate performance. This isn’t just something he talks about with friends. He’s creating positive change by putting his time and money where his mouth is.

			In his foundation’s work with colleges that are rich in ethnic diversity, The Ferguson Centers for Leadership Excellence is doing things no one else in the industry is doing. They provide students with tuition assistance, offer holistic mentoring and counseling that helps students work through challenges and determine the best career path in the industry, and source summer full-time jobs for students.

			Bill has a conviction to help students develop an interest in the real estate and hospitality industry, to find their fit in the industry, to stick with and do well in college when others tempt them to abandon their dreams, and to succeed in their professional careers once they graduate.

			This book plays a role in Bill’s strategy because it offers hope and direction, not only for students but for anyone working their way through the often treacherous waters of the corporate world. Furthermore, it offers insights and direction to leaders like me—leaders who are in a position to hire and groom the next generation of executives.

			With this book, Bill is calling us all to live beyond our dreams. And when Bill comes calling, opportunity knocks. Open the door, or in this case the book, and discover how you can live beyond your dreams.

			—	Thomas J. Baltimore Jr., chairman and CEO, 
Park Hotels & Resorts
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			Building on Arne’s Legacy

			Arne Sorenson knew that my work required a great deal of travel and that I frequently stayed in hotels that were part of the Marriott brand, so he often sought my feedback on those experiences.

			“When you go to one of our hotels,” he would tell me, “please text me with what you liked and what you didn’t like.”

			As the president and CEO of Marriott International Inc., Arne cared deeply about the company, its assets, and most of all, the people—those who worked for the company and the guests who stayed in their hotels and resorts. So he never wanted to find himself isolated in the ivory towers of C-suite leadership, where crunched numbers can drive decisions with no connection to the lives those decisions impact (even in the hospitality industry).

			Instead, he actively sought information and insights that helped him know and understand what employees and guests were experiencing, why they were experiencing it, how they could build on what was good, and how they could improve what wasn’t.

			It was that attitude, I believe, that made Arne not only successful but beloved by those who knew him. He was a leader who cared, he was a leader who served, and therefore, he was a leader who left a legacy.

			Like others who knew him and knew of his battle with pancreatic cancer, I was stung by the news in 2021 that Arne had died at the age of sixty-two. I knew Arne because of our mutual business interests, but I also considered him a dear and personal friend. And not long after his death—just as I began to transition out of my full-time role as CEO of the company I founded—Arne’s life, leadership, and legacy helped inspire the next phase in my journey, which includes this book.

			My conversations with Arne over the years often turned to the remarkable story of his success with Marriott. It wasn’t something he brought up, but I would ask questions about it because I found it fascinating and inspiring.

			Arne shepherded Marriott’s $13 billion acquisition of Starwood Hotels and Resorts, led the company’s move into home rentals, and was an outspoken advocate when it came to sustainability, human rights, and inclusion issues. Under his leadership, in fact, Marriott was number one on DiversityInc’s Top 50 Companies for Diversity list in 20201 and became the first hospitality company named to DiversityInc’s Hall of Fame.2

			But it wasn’t just the results that grabbed my attention, although those were significant. More interesting to me was the how and the why of his leadership journey.

			Arne, just the third CEO in Marriott’s history and the first without the family’s surname, didn’t come from a wealthy family of business icons or entrepreneurs. He was born in Tokyo, where his father was a pastor and missionary for the Lutheran Church. When the family moved back to Minnesota, his mother taught school and Arnie grew up on a healthy diet of midwestern values. He also remained active in his faith, attending Luther College in Iowa (where he met his wife) and taking summer mission trips to places like Beirut.

			Given that background, Arne easily could have taken his undergraduate degrees in business and religion and followed his father into the ministry, his mother into education, or worked in some service-related field in the nonprofit sector. Instead, Arne went to law school and then joined Latham & Watkins, one of the largest and most powerful law firms in the world. He specialized in mergers and acquisitions, rose to become a partner with the firm, and eventually joined Marriott in 1996 as associate general counsel before ascending to his role as CEO.

			In short, Arnie Sorenson, the son of a pastor and a schoolteacher, became a high-powered attorney who specialized in the cutthroat field of mergers and acquisitions. Even though he had no background in finance, he became Marriott’s chief financial officer. And even though he had never worked in—much less run—a hotel, he became Marriott’s chief operations officer.

			As president and CEO, Arne became known for his strategic foresight, but the pastor and teacher influences never left him, because he also was known for his incredible humility and humanity. And never was that humanity on greater display than in a video message he delivered to Marriott’s workforce on March 20, 2020.

			With the pandemic still in its early stages and the hospitality industry reeling, Arne compassionately talked through the realities of the situation and the tough decisions the company’s leaders were making to ensure Marriott’s survival. The chemotherapy from his cancer treatments had left him bald—a new look many had not seen before the video—but he made it clear he was focused on their shared crisis, not his personal problems.

			He talked about a hiring freeze, staff reductions, and limits on how their properties would operate during the crisis. And since it was a shared crisis, he announced that he and Bill Marriott, the company’s executive chairman, would not take a salary for the remainder of 2020 and that the other top executives were taking a 50 percent cut in pay.

			Near the end of the message, Arne’s eyes welled with tears and he fought off his emotions.

			“As a leader, I have experienced so many wonderful highs, and a good number of challenging lows,” he said. “I can tell you that I have never had a more difficult moment than this one. There is simply nothing worse than telling highly valued associates, people who are the very heart of this company, that their roles are being impacted by events completely outside of their control.”3

			Arne was smart, strategic, and tough, but he also genuinely cared about people, and his belief in helping others extended far beyond his Marriott family. To honor that legacy, the Marriott Foundation created a $20 million endowment to establish the Marriott-Sorenson Center for Hospitality Leadership at Howard University, one of the top-ranked historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) in America. Marriott International also donated $1 million to support the new center’s programs.

			“Arne’s passion for creating a culture of opportunity brought real change in the executive ranks of our company,” Bill Marriott said when the center was announced a few weeks after Arne died. “But work remains to be done. Our industry needs a pipeline of diverse leadership talent and that’s exactly what this center will achieve.”4

			Because much of my life’s work has involved working with leaders in real estate–related sectors, including the hospitality industry, I have seen firsthand the need for training and equipping the leaders of tomorrow. In fact, the idea behind my first book, Keepers of the Castle, was to survey the industry landscape and unpack the key attributes top executives needed for guiding their businesses through the ever-changing market.

			That book, published on the heels of the Great Recession in 2009, underscored the importance of some fundamental leadership principles that have remained as applicable as ever. But even as the industry and market have continued to morph like the skylines across America, one thing has changed little: The leaders at the top of most corporations, and especially across our industry sector, remain, like me, white and male.

			Overall, corporate America has made progress in this area in recent years. In 1980, every CEO of a company in the top fifty of the Fortune 500 was a white male, and a decade later there was only one non-white male in that group—a Middle Eastern male. In 2000, a white female and a Black male joined the list. And there were four non-white male CEOs of top fifty companies in 2010. In 2023, however, there were thirteen non-white, non-male CEOs of Fortune 50 companies—six white females, one South Asian female, one Black male, one Latino male, three South Asian males, and one Latina female.5

			Only one of those led a company in a real estate–related field—Priscilla Almodovar, currently CEO of Fannie Mae, who formerly led real estate businesses for JPMorgan Chase and has spent much of her career in roles related to affordable housing.

			For example, if we look specifically at real estate investment trusts (REITs), the top ten (by market cap) had three non-white CEOs, but all three of those were men—Prologis (Hamid Moghadam), Welltower (Shankh Mitra), and Realty Income (Sumit Roy).6

			The problem, as Arne and the Marriott family knew, is that we have a fundamental need to increase opportunities for diverse leaders to make their way into the upper echelons of corporate America. Too often college students don’t realize the career options in real estate–related sectors, and many of the top leaders in those sectors, quite frankly, aren’t doing enough to cultivate the type of diverse talent that can give their companies a competitive advantage.

			Make no mistake: Inclusive leadership is good for business, and research confirms this reality. In a 2019 article for the Harvard Business Review, Juliet Bourke and Andrea Titus noted that “teams with inclusive leaders are 17 percent more likely to report that they are high performing, 20 percent more likely to say they make high-quality decisions, and 29 percent more likely to report behaving collaboratively.” They also found a correlation between “perceptions of inclusion” and a reduction in absenteeism.7

			McKinsey, meanwhile, has researched the business case for diversity since 2014 and found that “the relationship between diversity on executive teams and the likelihood of financial outperformance has strengthened over time.”8

			All too often, however, women and people of color are steered toward roles in human resources—roles that are important, mind you, but that typically aren’t as likely to be an on-ramp to become a CEO.

			This must change, but the answer isn’t as simple as promoting more women and people of color into executive-level roles in any industry, including real estate. As Gil Borok, CEO of Colliers, pointed out, we also need to create a bigger pipeline of talent and prepare them for top roles.

			“There’s a long history of why this industry has been white male dominated,” Borok said in a 2023 interview with Commercial Observer. “All of the firms, even the smaller firms, are making significant strides to try and diversify their populations on every metric. But the number of qualified people to do that doesn’t exist in a way that can get us to a meaningful percentage in the near term.”9

			It’s also problematic that many commercial real estate firms only recruit from one or two top colleges. They have relationships with those universities, and they like the talent they produce, but those schools typically lack diversity and therefore feed the industry with a lack of diversity.

			Reggie Samuel, founder and managing director of the Leumas Group, a privately held real estate management firm in Virginia, used a fishing analogy to describe the reality.

			“Too frequently we feel that Black talent is too hard to find,” Samuel, who is Black, said in a 2020 article for Commercial Property Executive. “I think the problem is that we’re all fishing for freshwater bass using saltwater tackle.”10

			I don’t know about the bait, but I do believe we can improve the waters in which our industry fishes for talent. So just as Arne had inspired me personally as a leader, the Marriott-Sorenson Center for Hospitality Leadership inspired me to take action that I hope will create a positive change when it comes to diversity in leadership.

			In addition to supporting their efforts, I launched the Ferguson Charitable Foundation in 2023, and from it The Ferguson Centers for Leadership Excellence. Using the partnership at Howard as a blueprint, our program expands the concept by working with colleges rich in ethnic diversity, including multiple HBCUs, and promoting careers more broadly across all real estate–related industries.

			The Ferguson Centers for Leadership Excellence already has seventy-five fellows working on undergraduate minors in real estate–related disciplines at twenty-five colleges, and the hope is to equip and inspire these next-generation leaders for C-suite careers in relevant sectors.

			When I began to share my passion for this cause, friends suggested I write a book that complements the message. So the original idea for Living Beyond Your Dreams was to interview successful industry leaders who are women and/or people of color about the barriers they faced in their journeys and how they overcame them. For college students, leaders early in their professional journey, and companies trying to mentor and develop diverse talent, I felt the stories would provide inspiration and practical wisdom for navigating their careers.

			That idea morphed as my research progressed. As you’ll see, rather than building the framework of the book around the barriers, my team and I found the practical principles the leaders shared were far more enlightening, inspiring, and useful.

			There were many principles, of course, but we narrowed them to what we saw as the eleven most relevant for improving the odds of an emerging leader’s success in the face of some undeniable barriers.

			I interviewed twenty-four leaders from a variety of sectors, including the previously mentioned Priscilla Almodovar and Sumit Roy. All have achieved incredible success, all have overcome barriers, and all have lived beyond their dreams. In that respect, they all have something in common with Arne, who not only lived beyond his dreams but inspired others to do so as well.

			Everyone faces barriers on the path to success; some just face more than others. But regardless of the barriers you face and the unique journey you are on, I believe the principles shared in this book demonstrate the proven firepower for living beyond your dreams.
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			Dare to Dream
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			Alice Carr showed up for an interview at UCLA’s law school with an unusual goal in mind: “I was hoping they were going to talk me into being a lawyer,” she told me.

			It was the early 1990s, and Alice had recently graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Occidental College, a small liberal arts school in the heart of Los Angeles. Her agenda at Occidental had consisted mainly of soaking in all that she could experience and learn, and she left with degrees in American studies and German literature. Alice had a lot of interests and passions, but her path wasn’t clear yet.

			She was smart, articulate, persuasive, and had a passion for social justice long before the term was in vogue, so a career as a public interest attorney arose as the most logical option and she began applying to law schools.

			In the meantime, she took a job as a paralegal for a law firm in Los Angeles and quickly mastered the skills of the job, most of which hadn’t been part of her college education. But she soon found herself swimming in doubts about her career choice.

			“What I also learned was that a career in law wasn’t for me,” Alice said. “It wasn’t about arguing the issues and figuring out how to further your cause. It was about finding loopholes and problems with the arguments that were proposed by the other side. It just wasn’t my cup of
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