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New Memphis is an organization known for forward-thinking – I often say our job is to bring people 
together to dream big for our city’s future. The word “new” is right there in our title, so it’s no wonder 
we are constantly asking leaders to collectively wonder “what is next?” for this community. But this year, 
as New Memphis marks the 25th anniversary of our first program, I have found myself frequently looking 
back.

New Memphis’ roots actually stretch back to 1979, to the Memphis Jobs Conference, which was credited 
with rebooting Memphis’ economy and launching an era of exciting leadership. That conference gave birth 
to New Memphis' predecessor, Goals for Memphis, an organization that convened leaders across sectors to 
unify around common goals. They understood 40 years ago that the key to our city’s prosperity is having 
effective, connected leaders in every corner of our community.

The emphasis on leadership and community action are still hallmarks of New Memphis today. Much has 
changed since then, but developing and empowering leaders is still the underpinning of everything we 
do. We are building networks of people who believe in Memphis’ potential and feel deeply responsible for 
shaping our city’s future for the better. The LDI program began with that intention, and I am proud to say 
that 25 years later we are still building on that foundation.

There are now more than 1,200 LDI graduates; you are our disciples throughout the city. We mobilize 
alumni, and all Memphians, to use their talents for positive transformation.

My friend and longtime New Memphis advocate, Susan Stephenson, told me recently that in its early 
days New Memphis used the image of the Argo in its logo. That feels like the perfect symbol, as we quest 
towards something great for this city we all love. In the myth, the Argonauts had to gradually replace 
each piece of their ship, the Argo, during their long voyage to keep it afloat. By the end of the journey, all 
components of the ship were new, but its name and its form were the same.

That’s how I feel helming New Memphis today. This ship has progressed because of the work of so many 
catalytic leaders over the years – Linda Bailey, Nancy Coffee, our many Trustees and alumni and partners 
and donors. The planks of the ship evolve, but the spirit of the work and the urgency of our success 
remains.

I very much believe that right now, in 2022, we are at a critical moment in the Memphis story. As we 
accelerate towards big opportunities in workforce and economic development, there has never been a 
more important time to make sure leaders – business, government, and nonprofit leaders – are united in 
our goals and strategies.

I am so excited to learn what is possible in the next 25 years, and eager to do this work alongside each 
of you. I know that, no matter what pieces of the ship have changed over time, New Memphis will still be 
forging a more prosperous city by developing, activating, and retaining great talent.

Thank you for your engagement in our work and your belief in our mission. We couldn’t do it without you.

Gratefully,

Anna Mullins Ellis
President & CEO
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New Memphis’ Leadership Development Intensive, 
commonly referred to as the LDI, is synonymous 
with executive excellence today. But there was a 
time not so long ago when the idea to convene top-
talent from the same city with the idea to “unleash 
the leader within” was far-fetched, even risky. But 
all LDI alumni know that Linda Bailey is nothing if 
not steadfast and determined. 

“I came to work for ‘Goals for Memphis’ in 1986,” 
says Linda Bailey, founding CEO of the organization 
that is now New Memphis. “At the time, we would 
hold public forums and talk about the issues the 
community was facing. We would bring community 
workers together to help create solutions to those 
issues. So, we birthed a lot of new organizations [in 
the process] — The Minority Business Council, The 
Literacy Foundation, Partners in Public Education, 
Downtown Leadership Council (now known as the 
Downtown Memphis Commission), The Diversity 
Institute, etc. We did this for years, really beginning 
with The Jobs Conference in 1979.” 

After a few years, Linda found a familiar pattern 
emerge. She was attending the same meetings, 
with the same leaders, and getting no closer to 
the innovative solutions they desperately wanted. 
The challenges were complex— race relations, 
the negative impacts of illegal drugs, teenage 
pregnancy, growing Black business and more — 
and the fresh, innovative ideas proved to be few 
and far between. “I thought, ‘What if we could 
develop our leaders and help them raise the bar? 
What if we could create a leadership movement 
that would really lift everything up and float all 
boats? Help them create new solutions to some 
of our old problems, and provide leadership to all 
of the organizations we’d been involved with?’ So 
I brought the issue of leadership to this Board of 
Trustees and that was the genesis for what is now 
New Memphis,” says Linda. 

The Birth of 
the LDI 

She quickly got to work creating a committee of 
local human resource professionals across the city 
to develop a leadership curriculum for high-level 
leaders. In the meantime, she was going around 
the country experiencing leadership development 
courses that were already out there. “I went to 
San Diego in 1995 and went through the Center for 
Creative Leadership (CCL) program, and I thought 
this is exactly what we want,” explains Linda. “What 
appealed to me, and I knew would appeal to our 
Board, was that CCL was very grounded in that ‘we 
already are leaders; we just need to unleash what’s 
inside.’ This was a similar approach that Goals for 
Memphis already had to community problems —‘We 
have the answers here in Memphis. We just need 
to convene people and unleash the wisdom they 
already have.’” 

The result was an organizational name change from 
“Goals for Memphis” to “The Leadership Academy,” 
and a partnership with the Center for Creative 
Leadership (CCL). This partnership was the first 
of its kind for CCL, who had yet to find a way to 
sustain a class entirely comprised of leaders from 
the same city up until this point. And with that, 
Memphis’ flagship leadership program, the LDI, was 
created and held its inaugural class in 1997. 

Susan Stephenson, Co-Founder and Co-Chairman 
of Independent Bank , was in that first class, and 
remembers the experience — and it’s influence on 
her life — vividly. 

“I’m at the point in my career where I can say that 
I’ve been through countless leadership classes 
and, without any question, this class has been the 
most important to me,” says Susan of the LDI. 
“The experience came at a tipping point in my 
life, and it confirmed my passion for the things 
that were important for me and my passion for 
this community. This shared experience [of the 
LDI] is something that you can leverage. Our 
shared common experience creates a shorthand 
of communication with other Memphis leaders. 
The LDI brings out the best in all of us, and that is 
the big idea the program was founded on. If we’re 
better versions of ourselves, we have a chance to 
do better things collectively.” 

The LDI was designed as a three-and-a-half-day 
program offering highly personalized development 
for executive leaders; that structure remains 
the same today. While receiving powerful data 
about their own performance and working styles, 
LDI participants walk away with increased self-
awareness, enhanced collaboration and problem 
solving skills, and the ability to create buy-in and 
manage change. What was fundamental from day 
one of the LDI and is still paramount today is the 
focus on broadening your network of executive 
leaders across the city. 

Frank Ricks, Managing Principal at LRK Inc., also 
participated in the inaugural class, and walked away 
transformed. 

“I think originally we were all there to understand 
how to connect,” explains Frank. “And in going 
through that experience together, everyone 
realized that they already were or could be a leader 
in some way. I became a believer that growing civic 
leadership could change our city. We began asking, 
‘If you’re gonna be here, why not make it better?’ 
and decided that [through the LDI] we’re going to 
pour jet fuel on community leadership.” 

Jill Turner, New Memphis COO, was an LDI 
participant in 2008 and began overseeing the 
program in 2010. She notes that the program 
content today would feel familiar to those in the 
first few classes. “As Linda will tell you, we have 
made few changes to the LDI over the years. The 
personality of each class is different, but it’s always 
fun for me to go on the journey with them and see 
how relationships build over our three and a half 
days together,” she says. 

New Memphis continues to host two LDI classes 
annually, bringing new cohorts into the fold. While 
incoming participants are often asked what they 
know about the LDI before the first day of class, 
the program still comes with some mystery. “Once 
you’ve been through the program, you understand 
why that’s the case and why many refer to their 
experience as life changing,” Jill says.

History of 
the LDI 

“WE HAVE THE ANSWERS HERE IN 
MEMPHIS. WE JUST NEED TO CONVENE 
PEOPLE AND UNLEASH THE WISDOM 
THEY ALREADY HAVE.”

– Linda Bailey, on creating the LDI program in 1997



Building a Network 
of Leaders 

Since its inception in 1997, the LDI has graduated 
nearly 1,200 executives and counting. The alumni 
community represents a diverse group of Memphis 
leaders who have varied backgrounds and 
experiences, but are united in a common objective: 
to see our city thrive. The shared experience of the 
LDI program helps connect alumni, even if they 
didn’t participate in the same class. 

In the decades that followed the launch of the LDI, 
New Memphis looked to the program inspiration that 
birthed a full spectrum of leadership development 
programs beginning with the Fellows program 
in 2004 and Embark in 2013. We’ve recently 
incorporated more robust leadership curriculum for 
both early-career educators and college students 
through our Stride and Accelerate programs, 
respectively. 

This has grown the network further, and we regularly 
call on all New Memphis alumni to continue to 
learn about our city, consider it’s challenges, and 
use their own unique leadership skills to solve city 
problems. The LDI sparked a movement of civic 
responsibility that continues to spread, asking 
each Memphian to activate their leadership in our 
community. “I’ve called on LDI alumni over the years 
to serve as mentors for young professionals, to offer 
feedback to our Fellows working on Community 
Action Projects, to help welcome city newcomers, 
and to serve as city ambassadors at New Memphis 
events,” says Jill. “I am grateful for their continued 
willingness to serve and their persistent love for 
our city and support for New Memphis. While I 
hope to retire in the next 25 years, I look forward to 
celebrating 50 years of the LDI in 2047.” 

Linda Bailey’s vision for the LDI was an ambitious 
one, and she is credited with more than just 
instigating the program and assembling the first 
class 25 years ago. Linda has been the driving force 
behind the program since, serving as lead facilitator 
for the past quarter century. She has had a hand in 
each class along the way. 

“LDI alumni tell me all the time how incredible their 
program participation was — they tell me it was ‘life 
changing’ or ‘eye opening’ — and I know that every 

one of those transformative experiences is because 
of the care and guidance of Linda.” says Anna Ellis, 
New Memphis’ current CEO. “She is someone who 
instinctually knows how to unlock each person in the 
program and somehow the program content speaks 
directly to them and what they need to grow.” 

Linda led her final LDI class in September of this 
year, and it’s a fitting time for her to step away as 
the many alumni reflect on the program’s history. 
She has built not just a strong program, but a strong 
lattice of graduates who continue to carry out New 
Memphis’ mission long after they complete the 
program. 

“I am so thankful for the path that Linda set us 
on 25 years ago. She has touched the life of each 
graduate since, and there is no accounting for the 
incredible rippling impact of her investment in the 
LDI program. It’s quite a legacy, and all of Memphis 
should be grateful,” says Anna.

Class of 1997
– Linda Bailey, on creating the LDI program in 1997
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Class of 1997
– Linda Bailey, on creating the LDI program in 1997

“We have the ansWers here in MeMphis. We 
just need to convene people and unleash the 
WisdoM they already have.”
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commodist laccab imilit velis es quo eum utemqui quatist rumquis sinulpa rchicid istiorr ovidunt quid maximpo 
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