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Baird CEO Booth discusses inflation, labor
shortage and how to be a good leader
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Steve Booth, chairman and CEO of Baird, has been named the 2021 Wisconsin Business
Leader of the Year by the Harvard Business School Club of Wisconsin.

The annual award honors a Wisconsin business leader who makes an impact within their
organization, produces business results and positively influences their community and
beyond.

Founded in Milwaukee in 1919, Baird is an employee-owned, international wealth
management, asset management, investment banking/capital markets and private equity
firm with offices in the U.S., Europe and Asia. Baird employs about 4,600 people and serves
individual, corporate, institutional and municipal clients.

As of Dec. 31, the firm was managing more than $415 billion in client assets. 

Booth joined Baird’s Investment Banking group in 1994, went on to lead its Industrial and
Global mergers and acquisitions teams and, in 2004, became head of investment banking, a
position he held until January 2014. He was named chief operating officer of Baird in early
2013, became president & COO in 2014, president & CEO in 2016 and chairman & CEO in
2021.

Before joining Baird, Booth was at Kidder, Peabody & Co. in its Chicago corporate finance
office. Booth received his MBA degree from the Kellogg School of Management at
Northwestern University and holds a Bachelor of Business Administration in finance and a
Bachelor of Arts in economics from Southern Methodist University.

He recently discussed a wide range of business topics -- from inflation to leadership in
challenging times to advancing in your career -- during a Q&A  with the Milwaukee Journal
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Sentinel:

Question: For a lot of people, especially younger folks, we are in uncharted
territory in terms of interest rates and inflation. (People in their 20s and 30s
have never experienced inflation on this scale in their lifetimes.) As the leader
of an investment management/financial services company, how challenging is
the current environment and what might your message be to others who are
seeking to lead through some choppy economic waters?

Booth: "When you’ve been in the business as long as many of us have, you begin to recognize
that economic and market environments always seem to be in uncertain or uncharted
territory. Honestly, it seems to have been that way more often than not for as far back as I
remember.

"I continually remind our associates – especially younger associates – that economic and
market uncertainty is essentially why we are in business – to help our clients navigate
uncertainty with a partner they trust. As you point out, there certainly is a lot to navigate
today and the clients in each our five businesses find themselves in a fundamentally different
position relative to only a year ago.

"In terms of my message to others, leading through uncertainty is essentially what leadership
is. In choppy waters, it’s important for leaders to remain consistent and clear on what is
important and why, and keep your people focused on whatever is coming at them. Amping up
internal and external communication is also paramount since things tend to change quickly.
During the initial stages of COVID, we convened Baird’s Executive Committee at least daily,
and sometimes twice a day, to make sure our entire team was hearing feedback and sharing
information throughout the entire organization - which allowed us to make and implement
real time decisions." 

Q: A labor shortage in the U.S. has been well-chronicled. How
has that impacted the company? Have you been able to attract
the people you need to attract as this situation has unfolded?

Booth: "We are honored to have been consistently recognized by Fortune magazine as one of
the 100 Best Companies to Work For since 2004. With our commitment to being a great
place to work, we are able to attract some really talented and exceptional people to our firm.
In fact, much of our recruiting is done by word of mouth, as industry professionals hear



about our great workplace and our unique corporate culture. Our privately held, employee-
owned business model is also unique in our industry, and it is a differentiator for our firm.

"In the past 12 months, we have hired more than 575 new associates. That said, like other
firms, we are certainly experiencing some strain in certain areas. We have more than 220
locations and in some of our smaller markets, we have had challenges hiring for a specific
skill set.

"As Baird has grown, we have been able to scale our own internal programs to grow our own
through extensive internship and training programs. This summer we had more than 235
summer interns participate in our internship program and 64% were women and/or
ethnically diverse individuals. Over the past three years, we’ve converted 45% of our long-
term interns to associates, which helps us create consistent and more diverse talent pipelines
throughout the firm - this has really, really helped in this unusually tight labor market."

Q: What tips or advice might you offer aspiring managers,
especially young people, as they seek to move into positions
of increasing responsibility?

Booth: "I’m asked this question a lot and I’m always interested to hear how others answer it.
One of my mentors, former Baird Chairman & CEO Paul Purcell, gave great advice to aspiring
young people at Baird. He reminded us to constantly be curious and to always be willing to
learn. I’m fortunate enough to have benefited from his perspectives (and he had many more!)
as I moved into positions of increased responsibility.

"Today, young people have so many things coming at them that I worry some may be losing
sight of what really matters most - so the advice I give to those seeking more responsibility is
pretty straightforward - to work hard and be really, REALLY good at their job. I define being
really good as consistently exceeding the highest expectations of their jobs and surprising and
delighting their clients and managers on a regular basis. How they do that is up to them, but
to keep moving ahead, they need to perform on what is right in front of them.

"As aspiring managers move into leadership positions, I advise them to lead their teams the
same way they’d like to be led. To be authentic – approachable, to lead by example and to
demonstrate the same actions and values they’d like their teams to emulate. This is known as
authentic leadership, and it works well in most organizations."



Q: What is the most consequential challenge you face as the
leader of the company?

Booth: "I believe any leader of a successful organization fears complacency, and it is my
biggest fear. For most of my 28 years at Baird, we have worked and fought very hard to
compete and grow our business, literally one client at a time. Over that time, as we sought to
better serve our clients and differentiate ourselves competitively, we have essentially
reinvented each of our five businesses at least once and some of them two or three times.

"To be successful, every business needs to overcome complacency and be in a continual state
of improvement and reinvention. Our clients’ needs, markets and the competitive landscape
are constantly evolving, and firms need to be proactive and intentional in how they adapt to
meet those changes."

Q: Is there anything else you would like to add about
leadership and its importance in today’s business climate? 

Booth: "Another great piece of leadership advice I received from Paul Purcell remains highly
relevant as we’ve continued to grow and have a lot of growth opportunities to consider. Paul
wisely said that strategy is not only what you do, but as importantly, what you intentionally
don’t do. It is really important to stay focused on what can result in durable growth and not
be distracted. Some of Baird’s best decisions have been the things we decided not to do -
often times quite contrary to what our competitors were doing." 

Booth will receive the award at an in-person event on Monday, Oct. 3, at the Pfister Hotel,
424 E. Wisconsin Ave. in Milwaukee. The event will begin at 5:30 p.m., with a welcome
reception followed by dinner and the award program at 6:30 p.m. Proceeds from this event
help support scholarships that send leaders of Wisconsin nonprofit organizations to attend
a course at Harvard Business School. Keynote speakers for the event are Cory Nettles,
Founder and Managing Director of Generation Growth Capital, Inc., and Amy Lindner,
President & CEO at United Way of Greater Milwaukee & Waukesha County.
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