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We all have stories that make us unique. We bring those stories and 
the experiences that come along with them to work every day so we 
can better serve communities across Tennessee. 
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Our Stories are our Strength
My story began as the daughter of factory-working parents. Seeing their struggles, 

I always knew I wanted to work in a corporate environment. That dream set 

me on the road traveling around the country in my 1969 Buick looking for a job after college 

graduation. That journey brought me to BlueCross in Memphis, where I got a position in human 

resources that didn’t require any experience.

And though the job didn’t require previous work experience, I did bring my own life 

experiences to the role – just like each of our 5,000-plus employees who bring their own 

unique experiences to the company. These collective experiences along with those of our 

members and business partners contribute to the chapters that make our successful BlueCross 

story. 

 

When our CEO Bill Gracey came on board a few years 
ago he added to our tale by expanding and accelerating 
our diversity and inclusion efforts. Bill brought his vision 
for our employees to mirror the communities we serve 
throughout Tennessee.  
 
And so diversity became part of our corporate strategy – to increase awareness and to make 

sure we’re using the talents and experiences of our workforce.

Under his leadership, our program has evolved to create a more inclusive environment at 

BlueCross. We’ve learned and helped educate that corporate diversity isn’t just about the 

Human Resources department; everyone has to own and embrace it. It’s about engaging all our 

employees as well as our communities. 

Mine is just one of the thousands of stories that define who we are. I hope you enjoy reading 

the journeys of some of our other employees featured in this report. Most important I hope 

you see how our culture of inclusion allows our differences to be our strength as we bring 

“Peace of Mind through Better Health” to our fellow Tennesseans.

KAREN WARD 

Senior Vice  
President of Human 
Resources and 
Properties
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RON HARRIS 

Director of Workforce Diversity

The Asparagus Story

2 | BlueCross BlueShield of Tennessee



Someone once asked me how I 

prepared for my role as Director of 

Workforce Diversity at BlueCross. I’ve 

thought a lot about that in my 15 years 

in this position. And it all goes back to 

my grandmother.  
 

I’ve lived in Chattanooga, Tennessee all of my 

life. My grandmother raised my brother and me. 

We lived in the projects, but I never recognized 

I was poor. I didn’t have any more or any less 

than anyone else in the neighborhood. And 

my grandmother always told me, “You don’t 

live in the projects. You live at 3469 Highland 

Avenue. When the mailman delivers the mail, he 

doesn’t deliver to the projects, he delivers to an 

address.”  

That stuck with me.  

I came to BlueCross as a claims and customer 

service supervisor. I didn’t seek out to work in 

Workforce Diversity, and I never thought of 

myself as someone who would be good for 

the role. But others did. And it was the greatest 

compliment I could have received. I get up every 

morning and want to come to work because 

I know our diversity efforts aren’t just some 

program with a beginning and an ending. They 

are part of our strategic plan, and when we talk 

about BlueCross’ mission to provide  

“Peace of Mind through Better Health,” 

diversity is an integral part of that. Diversity and 

inclusion are a part of who we’ve become here 

at BlueCross. And that makes what I do very 

exciting. 

Our workforce is incredible – one that 

encompasses a spectrum of different 

backgrounds and experiences. I’m not just 

talking about race and religion. I’m talking about 

employees whose life and work experiences make 

this company the best it can be for our members. 

This is certainly not a job any one person can 

do, but there are more than 5,000 employees 

who help make BlueCross one of the best places 

to work in Tennessee. And it’s because of the 

experiences we all bring to our jobs. 

This reminds me of a story.  

I remember a time growing up when my 

grandmother cooked asparagus, and I told 

her I didn’t like it. She said to me, “Ronnie, 

I’ve never cooked asparagus, so how do you 

know you don’t like it?” Understand, under my 

grandmother’s roof, you didn’t have a right to 

say whether you liked something or not without 

first tasting it. The same goes for people, 

experiences and all the things life has to offer –  

a lesson in open-mindedness and inclusion. And 

that’s something we strive for at BlueCross when 

it comes to workforce diversity. 

“Diversity and inclusion 
are a part of who 
we’ve become here at 
BlueCross. And that 
makes what I do very 
exciting.”
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Cynthia Grimes never realized she was 

a people person. Then she got a job 

that changed her life. 
 

Cynthia was part of a manager-in-training 

program at K-Mart. During her training, she 

worked in different departments all over the 

store, doing different jobs with all sorts of 

different people. She realized very quickly she 

had a passion for teaching and developing 

people and helping them grow within their job. 

After her time at K-Mart, Cynthia came to 

BlueCross. She’s been here 18 years.

As Manager of Talent Management, Cynthia 

oversees BlueCross’ Performance Management, 

Succession Planning, and Development and 

Growth – all while making sure diversity is 

woven throughout the overall organizational 

development program. 

“My parents used to always tell me I could do 

anything I wanted to do. I figured if I could, I 

needed to encourage other people to do the 

same,” says Cynthia. “Before I started in Talent 

Management, I did some soul searching. I knew 

beyond a shadow of a doubt that developing  

people and helping the organization grow is 

what I was supposed to do. It’s my purpose.” 

Confident in knowing what she was meant to 

do, Cynthia and her team expanded BlueCross’ 

leadership training and online learning program. 

Next, they revamped the company’s mentoring 

programs and how employees are evaluated 

at their jobs. “If you provide opportunities for 

people to develop their skills and challenge 

them to grow, they’re empowered to become 

the best they can be, which in turn, makes a 

company stronger.”  

Cynthia truly believes everyone is capable of 

reaching their full potential. Sometimes, people 

just need the chance to realize it. 

 

The Story About Nell 

Cynthia remembers an interaction she had while 

employed at K-Mart with the Garden Manager. 

“Her name was Nell,” Cynthia recalls, “She’d call 

me to the Garden Center and ask me questions 

she already knew the answer to. And I’d say ‘Nell, 

you’re the Garden Center Manager, you know 

better than me.’ I knew she’d soon feel confident 

in making her own decisions – she just needed 

the opportunity to realize it.” 
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As Manager of Talent Management, Cynthia oversees BlueCross’ Performance 
Management, Succession Planning, and Development and Growth – all 
while making sure diversity is woven throughout the overall organizational 
development program.

CYNTHIA GRIMES 

Manager, Talent Management
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Mission First, People Always  
BlueCross Compliance Manager Jason 
Fleming loved to play Army as a kid. But 
playing Army wasn’t just an adolescent phase 
for him. When he joined the Junior ROTC 
program in high school, it just clicked.

Jason was commissioned as a lieutenant in the Army Reserve in 1993. A couple of years later, he got a 

job at BlueCross and was deployed overseas three times during his stint in the Reserves. 

“A lot of companies talk about supporting veterans,” says Jason. “But one thing BlueCross does really 

well, is I’ve always had a job to come back to after my deployment. At one point, I was gone a year 

and a half, and I called BlueCross to tell them I would like to come back to work. They did whatever 

they could to make it an easy, seamless transition. I don’t know a lot of companies that would do that.”

Jason is part of the Veterans Employee Resource Group at BlueCross (ERG), a company-sponsored 

program that brings together employees that share a common interest in the name of diversity; in 

this case, it’s the military. The Veterans ERG sponsors BlueCross’ annual Veterans Day event every 

November. “When we first started it, the event was a pretty modest affair, with a few employees 

taking part,” says Jason. “But since then, it’s grown more 

and more each year and is now one of the most highly 

attended employee-sponsored events at BlueCross.”

The Veterans ERG is planning to address more personal 

issues, specifically when it comes to the civilian workforce. 

“We want employees to be able to talk about being on 

active duty when coming back to a civilian job or discuss 

how to balance the part-time Army job and a full-time 

civilian job. There are also many people at BlueCross with 

spouses or children in the military about to go to boot 

camp – what are the things they need to know?” 

The ERG had a chance to meet with Chattanooga Mayor 

Andy Burke about an initiative he’s establishing to end 

veteran homelessness in Chattanooga by 2016 – something 

Jason is especially passionate about. The employee group 

talked to the mayor about how BlueCross can use its size as 

one of the city’s largest employers, as well as its resources, 

to help with this issue. The program is still in its infancy but 

the Veterans ERG is already involved in the early stages of 

collecting data to identify homeless veterans within the 

city. 

JASON FLEMING 

Manager, Compliance
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“A lot of companies talk about 
supporting veterans,” says Jason. “But 
one thing BlueCross does really well, 
is that I’ve always had a job to come 
back to after my deployment.”

It’s been almost 20 years since Jason 

joined BlueCross. He’s seen a lot of 

changes in the company, but one 

thing has always remained the same. 

“One of the things I remember from 

my military days is the cadet creed. 

It’s ‘Mission first, people always.’ While 

the mission is important, we all have a 

job to do, and you can’t do anything 

without people. It’s the people 

that make a company what it is and 

BlueCross gets that.” 
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The Fruits of My Parents’ Labor
Mario Lopez-Rodriguez was born in Tamaulipas, Mexico. He 

and his family came to the United States around 2001 because 

his parents wanted a better education for their children. Lopez 

entered second grade knowing very little English, which was a 

difficult transition for him. But he knew how important it was 

for him to get a good education. 

About two years later, Mario’s father died and his mother was 

forced to support him and his siblings alone. “She’s my role 

model...she kept us clothed and always connected.”

Mario is currently in his third semester of nursing school at 

the University of Memphis at Lambuth in Jackson, Tennessee. 

That’s where he learned about BlueCross’ Diversity Scholarship. 

“I received a lot of support from my friends, family and 

professors. They told me to go for it.”

 

 

 

 

When Mario learned he was one of the three 

winners, he couldn’t believe it. He asked for 

clarification to make sure he heard correctly. “I had to ask again, 

‘What did you say?’ and wanted to make sure I didn’t hear 

something wrong.”

On Aug. 1, 2014, Mario attended the Diversity Scholarship award 

program in Memphis, along with his family. Little did he know 

that he and the other scholarship recipients – Carson Newman 

University senior Jessica Azor and Fisk University senior Ashley 

Butler – were in for a surprise. “Mr. Gracey was giving a speech 

about why the diversity scholarship was created and then 

announced they were doubling the scholarship from $5,000 to 

$10,000. The original amount was overwhelming, so when he 

told us it would now be doubled, it was…I honestly wouldn’t 

be able to tell you what I felt. It was just crazy that such a great 

opportunity to begin with was now even better.”

Mario is on track to graduate in 2016 and plans to pursue a 

career in pediatric nursing. He’s also looking into the Peace 

Corps. 

“I think the fruits of my parents’ labor in getting us to America 

for a better education are really starting to show, and all that 

effort and hard work they had gone through to bring our 

family here and having to adapt and assimilate with the whole 

culture and language is something I’ll always be grateful for.” 

The $5,000 scholarship – which was 
doubled in 2014 to $10,000 – is awarded 
annually to three outstanding minority 
college students pursuing degrees in 
the health care field. The diversity 
scholarship program was developed to 
help address the growing need for a 
qualified and more inclusive workforce 
to deliver health care in Tennessee. 
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We’re All in This Together 
Autumn Bechtel grew up in Hambrick, Pennsylvania 

and came to Chattanooga to get an undergraduate 

degree in psychology. She began working on a Master’s 

in Industrial Organizational Psychology when she met 

a group of BlueCross employees at a Christmas party. 

They encouraged her to apply for a position in customer 

service, where she started her career at BlueCross.

After adjusting to her new job, Autumn applied to 

BlueCross’ Achievers in Motion, a nine-month mentoring 

program designed specifically for the needs of non-

exempt employees. 

“During my mentorship I got to shadow many different 

areas of the company. I also worked really hard on my 

résumé writing and interview skills,” says Autumn. “I 

applied for an open position after my mentorship ended 

and was selected for a job in Talent Acquisition.” 

Autumn is now the Telecommuter Specialist in the HR 

Service Unit. She helps employees with any issues they 

might experience in the telecommuting process. 

She wanted to work at BlueCross for a number of reasons. 

“I wanted to work for a company that gave back to the 

community and was truly concerned with making it a better 

place. I also wanted to work for a company that really cares 

about its employees. BlueCross has great wellness programs 

and provides plenty of opportunities for employees to 

develop professional skills. That’s pretty amazing.”

Autumn grew up in a family that helped take in foster 

children. “We were very community service-oriented so we 

spent a lot of time giving back any way we could and helping 

families in need through our church and other community 

programs.”

For the first time in its history, BlueCross’ workforce includes 

four generations of workers, from the Millennial Generation 

to the Silent Generation. As a member of the Millennial 

Generation, Autumn’s perspective on the work culture at 

BlueCross was sought out. 

 
“I’m on the Generational Diversity 
Work Group, and I’ve really gotten 
to examine in-depth the differences 
in how each generation learns, 
communicates and performs in the 
company.” 

“We want to see if there’s anything we can do, as a company, 

to adjust or change the work environment to make it better 

for everyone. It’s important to acknowledge the differences in 

generations and see if we as peers can understand each other 

better, work more effectively and more efficiently at our jobs, 

and help each other grow, not just as professionals but as 

people.” 

AUTUMN BECHTEL 

Telecommuter Specialist
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We Are BlueCross 
We come from different places with unique 

backgrounds, just like the members we serve.  

5,511 
TOTAL EMPLOYEES 

By State

Gender Diversity

26%
MEN

74%
WOMEN

Ethnicity (by number of employees)
American Indian/Alaska Native 
Asian  
Black/African American  
Hispanic/Latino  
Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander  
Not Specified  
Two or More Races 
White/Caucasian

12 
129 

994 
71 
7 

179 
58 

4,044 
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1+18+58+24 Silent Generation/Traditionalists (1922-1945)

           Baby Boomers (1945-1960)

                                 Generation X (1961-1979)

 Generation Y/Millennial (1980 or later)

1%
18%
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24%

Generational Diversity

11



Diversity Taskforce 
Board of Directors 
Meets annually and guides 

diversity strategy across the 

enterprise

Executive Diversity Council 
Co-chaired by the CEO and recently expanded to include additional diversity 

representation among regional, non-exempt and Asian employee perspectives, the 

council contributes leadership support, resources and heightened awareness of 

BlueCross’ expanding diversity initiatives

Diversity Activities
• Quarterly Cultural Awareness Sessions

• Employee Resource Groups, including the Women’s Leadership Network and Employee Veterans Group 

• Annual Black History Month Event

• Annual Hispanic Heritage Program

• Annual Veteran’s Day Recognition Event

• Caring for the Community Radio Program, which addresses specific health conditions in diverse communities

75% of New Hires  
were Female  

34% were Minority

68% of Promotions 
were Awarded to Females  

21% were to Minorities

193 Employees  
Self-Identify as a Veteran

Presented three 

$10,000  
Diversity Scholarships  

to Tennessee minority students 

majoring in a healthcare field

BlueCross BlueShield 
of Tennessee 
Health Foundation 
Contributed 
$65,000 to La Paz of 
Chattanooga  
for Promotores de Salud, an 

evidence-based program using 

the Community Health Worker 

model in the areas of prenatal 

care, family planning, diabetes, 

childhood obesity and nutrition

2014 Achievements 
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Recognition and 
Awards

• CEO Bill Gracey featured 

in the March/April Issue of 

Profiles in Diversity Journal

• Modern Healthcare’s “Best 

Places to Work” in 2014

• Society for Human 

Resource Management 

(SHRM) Chattanooga “Unity 

within Diversity” award 

for its workplace diversity 

initiatives

Mentor/Mentee 
programs 

• Achievers in Motion (AIM) 

• Corporate Mentoring 
Program

• Minority Mentoring 
Program

• Executive Shadowing 
Program

$10,000 
Donation to the Mid-
South Chapter of the 
American Red Cross 
to assist Memphis area families 

displaced by flooding in a 

predominantly Latino community

Free Healthy Church Fairs Target Major Health Issues 
within the Community and Promote Healthier 
Lifestyles including health screenings, educational classes on chronic illness, 

group exercise sessions including Zumba, healthy cooking demonstrations, health 

vendors and giveaways

Biannual Diversity 
Training for Management  
featuring Mauricio Velasquez, CEO 

of Diversity Training Group and a 

nationally recognized thought leader 

on diversity and inclusion

Launched the New 
Minority Mentoring 
Program  
to aid the professional growth of 

under-represented groups through 

pairings with the senior executive 

team (CEO and his direct reports). 

Through structured selection and 

matching, mentors/mentees gain a 

greater understanding of the barriers 

experienced at various levels of the 

organization while also developing 

cross-cultural skills. Mentees benefit 

from the capacity to translate values 

and strategies into productive actions

Sponsorship of 
the Chattanooga 
Area Employment 
Consortium’s annual 
Disability Awards 
Luncheon

Sponsorship of the 
India Association 
of Chattanooga’s 
program for Diwali, 
The Festival of Lights

75% of New Hires  
were Female  

34% were Minority
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Sending the Same Message in 
Different Ways
Originally from Honduras, Larissa Huskey finished her 

undergraduate degree in Wisconsin before going back to her 

home country to earn an MBA. While vacationing in the U.S. 

sometime later, she decided to stay for a while. Her plan was 

to go back to Honduras eventually, but after she met the man 

she would eventually marry, she decided to stay for good. 

Larissa has been with BlueCross for five years. As the Director 

of Market Strategy, she’s responsible for the company’s ad 

campaigns, as well as market research for all commercial 

business.

With passage of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) in 2010 

and the Health Insurance Marketplace going into effect in 

2014, BlueCross was forced to rethink the way it sold health 

insurance coverage. The company transitioned from a group-

oriented marketing strategy to a more retail-focused one 

geared to individual customers, specifically those who didn’t 

have health insurance. Among those were Hispanics. 

“A lot of people think that Spanish has different dialects, 

but that’s not entirely the case. Spanish is Spanish and I can 

understand almost everyone from any Spanish-speaking 

country,” says Larissa. “It’s similar to the way English has 

different accents between states and different countries.” 

Larissa and her team looked at those types of aspects when 

focusing their marketing efforts on the Hispanic population 

in Tennessee during the Health Insurance Marketplace Open 

Enrollment period, which was a first for the company.  

“At a point, there are words you use that are slang that won’t 

be relevant in other Spanish-speaking countries. So how 

do you make the message you’re trying to send relevant to 

everyone?” 

Thanks in part to Larissa’s background and research by her 

team, they found that in many Hispanic 

families, men typically go to work 

while women stay at home to raise the 

kids. Therefore, women tend to make 

decisions for their family concerning 

health care and insurance. The team also 

learned that interactions between generations among family 

members was something to focus on.

“We knew it was important to target the first generation of 

Hispanics – those who came from Mexico, Central America 

or South America. Then there’s the second generation- those 

who were born here. They speak English and Spanish, so these 

kids have a very different role from a traditional Caucasian 

family. They are interpreters, and we saw an opportunity 

to get closer to this market in a way we knew would be 

important to them: face-to-face. That’s where our Consumer 

Information Centers came into play. Because these are retail 

centers, some of our bilingual staff members are able to 

engage customers through a culturally appropriate manner.”

In contrast, a more general approach was taken for the 

Caucasian and African-American population where gender 

tends not to be as relevant in household decisions. Age, 

however, was important. Because many of the Millennial 

Generation tend to be uninsured, Larissa and her team looked 

at humor, money and having fun as a way to appeal to that 

population. 

“I came on board a couple of months before the 

ACA passed, so all I know is ACA. It was neat to 

see that transition and be a 

part of the change because 

as you know, that takes a 

lot in terms of mindset, 

resources and risk. But change 

definitely helps us tap into 

different resources we may 

have never thought about 

before,” says Larissa. “I think 

that was definitely part of my 

experience in Honduras, and it 

was definitely pretty neat for 

me to bring that experience to 

BlueCross and make it work here.”
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“At our retail 
centers, some 
of our bilingual 
staff members are 
able to engage 
customers through 
a culturally 
appropriate 
manner.”

LARISSA HUSKEY 

Director of Market Strategy
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Strength in Differences 
Ravinder Ramachandran has worked in the Information 

Systems department at BlueCross for 15 years. He’s also the 

newest member of the company’s Diversity Council – a group 

of company leaders who provide guidance to BlueCross’ 

diversity efforts. During his time at BlueCross, he’s seen 

a lot of changes. One of the most significant was when 

BlueCross consolidated its 10 Chattanooga-based offices to 

its new downtown corporate campus on Cameron Hill. That 

meant the company’s more than 4,000 Chattanooga-based 

employees were now working together on the same campus. 

“I’ve never seen so many people working under one roof,” 

explains Ravinder. “I’ve seen all these people who I’ve dealt 

with over the phone or over email, but I now get to meet 

with them in person, get to know them and put a face to the 

name.”

Another change he’s seen in 

the culture of the company. 

“From a diversity standpoint, 

I’ve seen a lot more people 

and cultures than I’ve seen in 

the past.

It was a huge eye-opener for me with all of the initiatives 

Workforce Diversity has been doing. I don’t know of many 

other companies that do that kind of stuff.”

Ravinder is originally from India so when he moved to 

America, he discovered that some of the stereotypes that 

other people have about the U.S. were untrue. 

“Some people in many Eastern countries have the perception 

that once you travel to the West, there’s a point of no return 

in the sense that social values and family values aren’t as 

important,” he says. “When you’re a kid right out of college 

and you try to convince your parents that you want to go out 

and make it on your own, the one thing your parents try to 

talk you out of is going to the West. But those stereotypes 

weren’t true.“

Ravinder’s family raised him to have an open mind with 

no limitations on the friends he chose or what religion to 

practice. They told him to do what he had to do. This fed his 

curiosity to understand what was beyond his home in India. 

His time at BlueCross has only increased his appreciation 

for cross-cultural experiences. “I see the strength all of 

these different people bring to the workforce in supporting 

our members. Our diversity efforts here help make us a 

better company to work for and a better company for our 

customers to do business with.”

“It feels like we have a presence from 
every continent and almost every 
country here working at BlueCross.” 

RAVINDER RAMACHANDRAN 

Systems Analyst, Information Systems
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A Higher Calling
Rafielle Freeman grew up in a Memphis, Tennessee, which 

faces many challenges such as infant mortality and an 

obesity epidemic. Because of this, she knew she wanted to 

make a difference in people’s lives. After working as a nurse 

for several years, she was ready for a change and got a job 

in BlueCare – supporting BlueCross’ Medicaid populations.

As Director of Quality Improvement, she works with 

her team to incorporate case and disease management 

programs. “I feel like I have my dream job because I get to 

do it all,” Rafielle says. But she never forgets her hometown. 

“I’m really passionate about helping communities in need 

across Tennessee,” says Rafielle. One way she is doing that is 

through the creation of a faith-based toolkit. 

In 2013, Rafielle pulled together a group of community 

leaders from across the state and challenged them to a 

statewide initiative that would make a real difference in 

their communities. As the leaders began talking around the 

table, the connection between faith, healing and quality of 

life became evident. 

Rafielle took what she learned from that meeting 

and tasked her BlueCare team to look at the greatest 

concentrations of health care disparities in Tennessee. They 

found their first area of focus: childhood immunizations 

– in mainly minority and rural communities. These 

populations relied heavily on the leaders in their houses of 

worship for guidance – in all facets of their lives. 

Rafielle smiles as she thinks about how the toolkit has 

taken shape since its inception. “We’ve seen statistically 

significant improvement in childhood and adolescent 

immunization, bigger than I’ve seen in my 18-year career 

here at BlueCross. And I’m extremely happy about that.”

Our outreach team brings its 
collective experiences and 
knowledge to develop things like 
the toolkit to impact the health 
disparities in our communities. 

RAFIELLE FREEMAN 

Director of Quality Improvement
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“You have the 
opportunity to learn 
from other people’s 
experiences, and 
I think that’s very 
valuable to the 
organization and 
how we perform as a 
company.”

NASERA SOUIDI  

Manager, IT Project Management
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‘Bonjour, America’ 
Nasera Souidi is a manager in BlueCross’ 

IT Project Management Office. Born to 

Algerian parents in France, she later moved to 

Luxembourg, where she met her husband. In 

2002, the two moved to Columbus, Georgia, and 

in 2011, she was hired at BlueCross which brought 

them to Chattanooga, Tennessee. 

Nasera has participated in each mentoring 

program BlueCross offers and is active in the 

Women’s Leadership Network Employee 

Resource Group, where she works with other 

BlueCross employees to organize programs for 

women’s development in the workplace. 

She also assists with cultural awareness sessions 

for employees, which highlights a country 

or region that’s specific to members of the 

employee population. Each quarter, BlueCross 

plans a cultural awareness session for employees, 

highlighting a country or region that’s specific to 

members of the employee population.

“Ron Harris asked me to share cultural aspects 

around the French culture and talk about the 

significant differences between French and 

American people,” says Nasera. “It was a fun 

experience, and now I’m working as part of a 

group to put together a culture guide to share 

with new employees that come from different 

countries. That way they’ll have a resource 

to refer to if they want to look for certain 

restaurants, ethnic stores or places of interest – 

they have a starting point.” 

This is important to Nasera because when she 

moved to the South, she didn’t have that kind 

of resource. And sometimes, coming from a 

completely different country and being forced 

to adapt to a completely new way of life can 

be lonely and difficult. Nasera made it a priority 

to learn, not just about American culture, but 

Southern culture specifically. 

“Something I was a little surprised about was 

in France, religion and work are very separate. 

When I moved to Georgia, the first business 

meeting I was in, my boss began with a prayer 

because we were about to eat. This was new to 

me.”

She also quickly learned that American people 

work a lot. For her, it was a different experience 

in her home country. “On Sundays in France, 

shops are closed, and we don’t go anywhere. 

We don’t do anything. We use that time to 

regroup and be with our families and friends, to 

slow down. Here in the U.S., even on Sundays, 

it’s go, go, go. There’s always somewhere to go 

and something to do. Also, I have an accent, 

so not only did I have to learn English when I 

moved to the South, I had to learn the Southern 

colloquialisms too. I’m still working on that.”

When she first started at BlueCross, it was 

important to Nasera that the company was 

open-minded about other cultures. 

“There’s a real interest in other cultures here. It’s 

not just about putting it on paper. It’s real. There 

are people coming to BlueCross from all kinds of 

different backgrounds. And this richness really 

improves the way we work – you bring different 

ideas to the table and you think differently.”
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Feeling Like the Oddball  
Jacinto Blanco, who goes by Jac for short, is a second- 

generation Cuban-American. His family came to America 

during the Cuban Revolution in 1959. Like the thousands of 

others who were exiled at this time, they left behind most of 

what they owned, thinking they would eventually return to 

Cuba. That day never came and Jac’s family lost everything, 

forcing them to start from scratch. 

Jac was born in Miami and moved to New Jersey at a young 

age. He didn’t learn to speak English until he was five, which 

made kindergarten a struggle. “I was the only Cuban kid 

around and everyone thought I was Italian,” Jac recalls. “I 

always felt like the oddball.” Jac’s background was always 

a challenge for him growing up. It’s one of the things that 

caught his interest in supplier diversity when the concept was 

first introduced to him.  

“My original degree was in commercial design with a 

concentration in advertising, and I was an art director for 

AT&T for 10 years,” he says. “The natural next step for me was 

to get into purchasing in the media and print-buying area with 

direct-mail marketing.” But then Jac was asked by his director 

at the time to head up a supplier diversity initiative, since 

most of the print companies AT&T just signed contracts with 

were minority-owned. One of the first things Jac was asked to 

do was to start a mentor/protegé program, which became so 

successful that it expanded across the procurement division. 

Jac then went to work for Ernst & Young, where his love for 

supplier diversity grew. He was later offered a job at BlueCross 

as the Supplier Diversity Manager, where he’s been for the 

past five years. 

He’s made great strides in growing the program, not just 

in money spent on minority businesses, but in company 

awareness as well. 

 In 2013 BlueCross set a goal to increase spending with 

minority-owned businesses each year for the next three 

years. Jac and his team embraced the goal and not only did 

BlueCross meet its goal in 2014, the company met its goal for 

2016 by surpassing its almost $57 million benchmark by more 

than 13 percent. “BlueCross is very proactive when it comes to 

its overall diversity program,” says Jac.  

Jac believes that supplier diversity programs not only make 

good business sense, but they’re good for the community. 

And it shows in the work he does every day. 

“A lot of times our 
competitors ask us how 
we’ve been able to take 
our diversity program 
so far and want to 
know what they can 
do to grow their own 
program.”

JACINTO BLANCO 

Manager, Supplier Diversity
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TOP 12 Minority and Women Owned 
Business Partners for 2014     
COMPANY TYPE CONTRACT SUPPORT

Southeastrans, Inc. MBE (AFI) $30,711,112

Agile-1 MWBE (AFI,WO) $15,367,586

Proje Inc. WO $5,108,310

InfoSense Inc. MBE (ASI) $2,887,653

Progeny Health, Inc. WBE $2,488,050

SHI International Corp MWBE (ASI, WO) $1,710,565

Custom Services, Inc. WO, HUB-Zone, VET $1,566,928

The Award Zone VET $1,165,603

Cavulus Medicare CRM MBE (HIS) $896,455

Office Scape, Inc. MBE, (ASI) $799,153

Certified Mailing Solutions, Inc. WO, VET $625,582

Thompson Hospitality MBE (AFI) $511,131

MBE - Minority Owned Business

MWBE - Minority Woman Owned Business

WO - Woman Owned Business

VET - Veteran Owned Business

Tri State 
Minority Supplier 
Development 
Council  
(TN Chapter of the National 

Minority Supplier Development 

Council)

• Gold Sponsor, 2014 

Marketplace of 

Opportunities

• Panelist : Opportunities 

with Corporations

Women Business 
Enterprise Council 
South (Southern Chapter of 

the Women Business Enterprise 

National Council)

• April 10-11, 2014: 

WBEC South Business 

Opportunity Expo

Mid-South 
Minority 
Business Council 
Continuum

Chattanooga 
Area Chamber of 
Commerce:

• Advisory Board Member

• Sponsored Diversity 

Professionals Luncheon

Supplier Diversity Activities
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For More Information
For more information on BlueCross’ diversity efforts, please visit 

the BlueCross BlueShield of Tennessee website, bcbst.com. 

You may also contact: 

Ron Harris
Director, Workforce Diversity

BlueCross BlueShield of Tennessee
1 Cameron Hill Circle
Chattanooga, TN 37402
Phone: (423) 535-7787
E-mail: Ron_Harris@bcbst.com




