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Joset Wright-Lacy, 
President of NMSDC  
Building Bridges That 
Connect Minority Suppliers 
To Corporations

When great leaders are 
“dissected” scholars 
have found the great 
extent to which the 
leaders’ life expe-

riences and families of origin have 
impacted their evolution. Joset Wright-
Lacy is no exception. 

Wright-Lacy is President of the 
National Minority Supplier Develop-
ment Council (NMSDC), the nation’s 
premier corporate membership 
organization focused exclusively on 
advancing opportunities for Asian, Af-
rican-American, Hispanic and Native 
American owned businesses. 

As the eldest of three children, 
Wright-Lacy learned at an early age 
that only the strong survive. Wright-
Lacy was raised by a single mother, 
whose dedication and commitment 
still serves as an inspiration. 

“As the eldest child my mother 
expected me to help take care of my 
siblings and keep them in line”, said 
Wright-Lacy. “Often when they were 
sick I was the one who took care 
of them in the middle of the night, 

changing the sheets if they were ill. I 
did this willingly because I saw how 
hard my mother worked to provide 
for us.”

Wright-Lacy’s grandparents edu-
cated her about racism in the United 
States through stories about their 
parents and grandparents. She traces 
her family tree back to the 1700’s. Her 
grandfather’s ancestors, the Roberts, 
were free people, a white Englishman 
who travelled to the U.S. with his 
Black family. When North Carolina 
was considering a law eliminating 
the rights of Native Americans, freed 
Blacks and poor white servants, the 
Roberts family moved, in the company 
of members of a local Quaker com-
munity.  The family settled in a small 
farming town north of Indianapolis, 
Indiana. The Roberts family thrived 
in their new location, many becoming 
teachers and preachers. 

“My great grandfather was a bar-
ber/surgeon, which was a big deal in 
those days. He owned his own shop 
and employed several other barbers. 
Since the family was racially mixed 

they knew how to do everyone’s hair 
and their customers included Blacks 
and Whites. He was very successful.” 
said Wright-Lacy.

Her grandmother’s family was born 
into slavery. They were part of the 
Beldsoe plantation in west Tennessee. 
When slavery was abolished, the Beld-
soe’s actually gave her great- grand-
father 40 acres and a mule. He was a 
successful farmer and preacher. 

Wright-Lacy remembers story one, 
in particular, “My great-grandfather 
was away from home, preaching, 
and a white man came to the house 
harassing my great- grandmother 
and two of her youngest children. My 
great-grandmother came out of the 
house waving a gun and screaming 
for them to get off of her property. She 
was known as Crazy Joanna, and the 
white men kept away from her.”

By the 1920’s, when even Crazy 
Joanna couldn’t stop the threats, the 
family had saved enough money to 
move out of the south.  They left the 
Memphis area and moved to India-
napolis. 

When Wright-Lacy started attending 
a Catholic school on the north side of 
Indianapolis she learned about racism 
first hand. 

Wright-Lacy says, “Little Black girls 
were to be seen and not heard.  They 
really didn’t want to see us or hear 
from us.  They did everything that 
they could to marginalize all the Black 
kids in the school.  There were only 
about five of us when I first started.” 

In fourth grade her life changed. 
Wright-Lacy found a strong advocate 
in her teacher, Sister Margaret. Her 
class was assigned to memorize a 
poem. (Back then they asked that you 
memorize a stanza or paragraph at a 
time.)  Wright-Lacy memorized the 
whole two-page poem in one night. 
The next day at school she recited the 
whole poem verbatim with no mis-
takes.  Sister Margaret was so im-
pressed that she insisted that Wright 
be cast as a leprechaun in the school 
play.  

“Here I was”, said Wright-Lacey, 
“a black kid in a green leprechaun 
suit that Sister Margret got one of the 
White parents to let the class borrow.  
She had to really convince the parent 
to lend a Black girl the costume.”

Later in the year the school was pro-
ducing another play for a priest who 

was celebrating the 25th anniversary of 
his ordination. They needed an angel 
who would narrate on stage between 
the scene changes and the set up.  

Wright-Lacy said, “So Sister Marga-
ret recommended me and the principal 
and others rejected it.  The priest was 
very racist.  Sister Margaret told them 
that if they didn’t want to cast me in 
the play the 4th grade wouldn’t partic-
ipate.  The irony was the racist priest 
got to see this Black girl play the lead 
role about his life.  My mother had to 
contain her laughter as she watched 

me perform.”
This experience gave her confi-

dence and the insight to recognize the 
powerful role of an advocate. It is then 
she set her life course to help others 
through advocacy.  Wright-Lacy decid-
ed she could best do that as an attor-
ney. She graduated law school and 
held many different leadership roles 
in public and private organizations.  

After practicing law for about 10 
years, she received an opportunity to 
work on a project involving supplier 
diversity.  

“During college I had an opportu-
nity to work for Richard Lugar, May-
or of Indianapolis.  There, I began to 
understand the role minority business 
played in driving economic develop-
ment in the Black community. Her for-
mal introduction to minority supplier 
development came when she was at-
torney for the local telephone company 
and one of her clients came to her with 
a question about the company’s MBE 
program. She describes herself as being 
“hooked”.  Her career at that company 
led ultimately to being named as the 
company’s first Vice President for Pro-
curement and Property Services.  Now 
she had an even greater opportunity to 
ensure that minority businesses had an 
opportunity to participate in the com-
pany’s supply chain and other busi-
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ness opportunities.  It was during her 
tenure as Vice President that she heard 
the legendary Harriet Michel at a board 
meeting and seeing the passion she had 
for the work.  Wright-Lacy reports that 
she “wondered if I could do something 
like that?”  

But, the universe knew that Wright-
Lacy had other commitments to 
meet and more preparation to do. 
Life goes around in cycles, and in 
June 2010, Wright-Lacy’s career 
came full circle.  She was hired 
to lead the dynamic National 
Minority Supplier Development 
Council.  She took the helm at a 
time when corporations began to 
challenge the value proposition.  
The competitive landscape had 
changed for all advocacy organi-
zations.  

Under Wright-Lacy’s leader-
ship the organization success-
fully implemented a five-year 
strategic plan aimed at increas-
ing efficiencies while improving 
customer service to its members. 

Although NMSDC remains 

the gold standard for certification and 
discrimination still exists in the mar-
ketplace, clarity around minority sup-
plier development is even more im-
portant than what was demanded by 
those who may have supported these 
efforts decades ago.  NMSDC has been 
in existence for over 44 years and the 

expectation from the organization and 
marketplace is that it needs to be taken 
to the next level.  NMSDC must define 
itself in the 2.0 era.

As a seasoned business leader and 
strategist, Wright-Lacy is leading 
NMSDC on a significant redesign to 
provide innovative and customer driv-

en services to over 1,750 
corporate members, 12,000 
MBEs, 23 regional affili-
ates, and five international 
affiliates.

“The NMSDC was 
founded in 1972, and 
unfortunately we are 
still dealing with lack of 
opportunities for MBEs.  
In some cases, especially 
challenges in accessing 
capital, very  little has 
changed since 1972. We 
have not eliminated what 
I call – America’s second 
sin.  The original sin is 
what early settlers did to 
the native people of this 
land.  Our second sin is 

what was done to African people who 
were brought here to build the first 
economies of this country.  This nation 
was able to ignore the sin against 
native people who were relegated to 
“reservations” and were mostly out of 
sight.  They were effectively written 
out of the American story, except as 
caricatures.  The history of people of 
color in this country cannot be re-writ-
ten.  People of color are still here and 
in increasingly larger numbers. We are 
visible.  We are seen every day.  We 
are part of the fabric of this nation.  
Despite this reality, or perhaps because 
of it, this country is still the victim 
of prejudice and bias.  Despite the 
narrative of liberty that underscores 
the American ideology, the country’s 
economy was driven by the enslave-
ment and involuntary servitude of 
people of color. So when people ask 
“why hasn’t anything changed.”  Well, 
we haven’t expunged racism yet.”

As a leader, Wright-Lacy recognizes 
that when a nonprofit organization 
is created, the founders often have a 
vision that the organization will exist 
forever. To truly exist in perpetuity, an 
organization needs to be able to quick-
ly and effectively pivot.

Robert Wallace, PH.D., in his book 

Pivot Point Intelligence provides a 
definition of what it means to pivot as 
a business entity. Expanding briefly on 
his definition, to pivot as a nonprofit 
means to be able to quickly change 
tactical and strategic direction without 
losing momentum all while remaining 
true to the organizational mission.

For Wright-Lacy, pivoting means 
being a change agent for NMSDC and 
the supplier diversity community in 
general. She is focusing on increasing 
the organizations value proposition 
while remaining true to the NMSDC 
founders’ intent. She feels a sense of 
urgency to take the organization to the 
next level.  As the leader of the orga-
nization Wright-Lacy feels that the 
urgency exists and the time to pivot is 
now. 

She said, “The tide is shifting and 
soon many other groups will be in 
play. My focus is on keeping the 
NMSDC relevant and increasing our 
value proposition. As Albert Einstein 
said, we cannot solve our problems with 
the same thinking we used when we 
created them. “

Although Wright-Lacy is commit-
ted to serving its corporate members, 
she always goes back to the premise 
of the executive order that created 

the Council.
“If we build a better business for mi-

nority communities, we are all better 
off” she said.  “We use corporations 
to make it happen.  And while the 
corporations are the members, they 
have to buy into its mission.  And that 
mission is to make it better for MBEs 
to compete and contribute to the larg-
er society.” 

Wright-Lacy stands on the shoulders 
of her influencers; God and her family 
of origin.  She listens to the voice of the 
mother and grandmother.  She finds 
comfort in scripture and prays for the 
right outcomes.  With their guidance 
she is sure she will always do the right 
thing.  

“The tide is shifting and soon 
many other groups will be in 

play. My focus is on keeping the 
NMSDC relevant and increasing 
our value proposition. As Albert 

Einstein said, we cannot solve our 
problems with the same thinking 

we used when we created them. “


