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Hawks hire diversity officer 'to help rebuild' trust 

By: Jeff Zillgitt 

Nzinga Shaw was living in Atlanta and working for a high-powered PR agency Edelman — as the senior 

vice president of diversity and inclusion — when the Atlanta Hawks' racially insensitive internal e-mails 

and conversations were made public in the summer. 

As a sports fan who specializes in diversity and inclusion and has worked in sports, she followed the 

situation, and when Hawks CEO Steve Koonin announced his plan to hire a diversity and inclusion 

officer, she applied for the job. 

After a rigorous interview process, the Hawks on Thursday named Shaw their chief diversity and 

inclusion officer — a new position. Shaw becomes the first person to hold that title for an NBA team. 

"I see the role as a catalyst to help rebuild and continue to rebuild trust and partnership in the Atlanta 

community," Shaw told USA TODAY Sports. "I see my role working across a variety of platforms and with 

multiple constituents in order to make sure we are the premier franchise in the NBA and also serve as 

model for inclusion across not only the NBA teams but across sports entertainment." 

The Hawks promised to add a diversity and inclusion officer shortly after the team made public a racially 

insensitive e-mail written by co-owner Bruce Levenson and general manager Danny Ferry's made racially 

insensitive comments from a scouting report on then-free agent Luol Deng. 

Levenson agreed to sell his share of the franchise — a process that is starting to move forward at a 

quicker pace — and Ferry is on an indefinite leave of absence. Ferry was Levenson's choice, and with a 

new ownership group expected to distance itself from the fallout, Ferry's future with the team is bleak. 

Shaw, 35, will help the Hawks move forward. A native of Freeport, N.Y., she describes herself as an avid 

sports fan and said she ran track and played soccer in high school. She grew up a New York Knicks fan, 

attended Spelman College and the University of Pennsylvania and studied at Oxford. She has worked at 

the NFL and the Yankees Entertainment and Sports Network. 

Shaw has short-term goals, and one is to establish a diversity and inclusion counsel comprised of Hawks 

employees and community members, "So that we get multiple perspectives from stakeholders across 

not only our employee population but the community and ensure we are on the same page and have 

the same goals which are to make this a premier franchise in the NBA," Shaw said. 

She also plans to take a comprehensive look at the organization and perform an audit, "so I can make 

strategic decisions about how this should function and what we can accomplish," she said. 

The incidents temporarily hurt the Hawks, but Shaw is aware of the Hawks' diversity. Atlanta has four 

African-American vice presidents, including three who are on the eight-person executive committee. 



Only the Miami Heat and Charlotte Hornets had more African-Americans in such positions, according to 

Richard Lapchick's 2014 Racial and Gender Report Card for the NBA. 

"The Atlanta Hawks are doing what I consider a good job of infusing diversity throughout the 

organization particularly at those senior ranks, bench-marked against other teams," she said. "We want 

to continue to educate the public about the good work that has happened here and we'll continue to 

build. 

"In terms of the people we employee, we want to see a variety of faces and demographics represented, 

but right now, I would say as someone who is ever very to the organization, the numbers look more 

positive than the public would ever know about." 

Shaw, who doesn't use an alarm clock in the mornings, even she has to get up for 6 a.m. flights, called 

this a dream job. 

"This position is the right decision not only for our organization but for sports entertainment," she said. 

"I am so uplifted by the executive committee that's in place here with the Atlanta Hawks and think they 

do tremendous work. I'm really glad to be part of the team and want to continue to rebuild trust and 

partnership in the Atlanta community." 

 


