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Let’s 
rethink 
how the 
world 
works.
Businesses and communities around  
the world are in various stages of  
reopening. As they do, changing how  
they work isn’t a consideration for  
tomorrow—it’s an imperative for today.

Perhaps this isn’t a restart.
It’s a rethink.

A time to reimagine how business  
and society work. A time to reinforce  
the viability of our companies and  
the health of our workforces. A time  
to reconsider how we can solve today’s 
problems—and actually thrive in the  
years to come.

At IBM, we believe that when people
and technology work together, our world  
can emerge in a way that’s more resilient. 
Stronger. Smarter than ever before.

ibm.com/smart

IBM, the IBM logo, ibm.com and Let’s put smart to work are trademarks of International Business Machines Corp., registered in many jurisdictions worldwide. See current list at ibm.com/trademark. Other product and service names might be trademarks of IBM or other companies.  
©International Business Machines Corp. 2020. B33865
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From the Desk of                             Robert Reiss

Most of us have read Jim Collins’ iconic treatise on leadership, Good to Great. In 
2020—a year combining elements of 1918, 1929 and 1968 all wrapped into one— I 
think the concept for CEOs has evolved to Great to Good. 

As I speak with CEOs every day, I am hearing passion—and urgency—about el-
evating their organizations to be true corporate citizens and advance from being 
great companies to driving true goodness throughout society. CEOs are building 
diverse and inclusive hybrid-workforces, new pandemic-driven product offerings, 
new value propositions for customers, communities and the world. 

This magazine: Strengthening our New World through Leadership features 10 
award-winning Transformative CEOs who share their vision and action as models 
to make the world a better—and truly good—place. 

As for our company, The CEO Forum Group, we will continue donating a portion 
of our profits to the Human Vaccines Project.  Also, we are delivering a first-ever 
Transformative CEO Summit, which will be The Seminal Confluence of Transfor-
mative CEOs Collaborating to Solve Today’s Most Pressing Issues. It’s February 
25, 2021 and, as a reader, if you would like to attend, just email me directly. 

Great to Good
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We’re on a mission to make life better 
for people with Parkinson’s disease.

Join our community, start a fundraiser or get the 
information you or your loved one needs to live better.

Our Helpline can answer your questions and get you 
connected to our many resources.

Parkinson.org

Our Helpline is available 
9 a.m. - 8 p.m. ET

1-800-4PD-INFO (473-4636)
Helpline@Parkinson.org
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Real-time CEO Insights on Leading a Diverse and Effective Organization

Steps 1, 2, 3

8.28.20 First, internalize and 

reframe the topic of uncon-

scious bias not only from the 

perspective of race, ethnicity, 

and gender, but overall. This 

is foundational for any high 

performing culture. Second, 

encourage and put in place 

programs and support sys-

tems which openly embrace 

diversity and inclusion and 

belonging for everyone. 

Third, establish, track, and 

manage outcomes with role 

model leadership, transpar-

ency, and adaptability. The 

old adages are true–inspect 

what you expect, and you 

can only improve what you 

measure.

Anne Chow

CEO

AT&T Business

Employees’ “Open Mic” 

8.19.20 All people want to 

feel a sense of belonging 

and safety at work, and it’s 

our job as leaders to create 

positive changes within our 

organizations to foster it. 

This year underscored just 

how important it is to up 

the humanity, support one 

another and take action to 

create a diverse and inclu-

sive work environment. At 

Prosek, we are on an endless 

journey to widen our under-

standing and grow alongside 

our people. One way we 

demonstrate this through 

action is our employee 

“open mic” storytelling 

workshops. Our employees 

share an unexpected story 

about who they are. It edu-

cates us all about the often 

unknown dimensions of 

our colleagues and brings 

us together in a truly 

meaningful way.

Jennifer Prosek

Founder & CEO

Prosek Partners

Value-Based Buying

8.10.20 We need to be the 

change we want to see in the 

world and focus on value as 

well as our values. Consumers 

want to buy from companies 

that reflect their own beliefs. 

Today, every company must 

focus on ‘value-based buying’ 

and commit to raising the bar. 

That begins and ends with 

how you lead your teams. 

While our customers bring 

our mission to life, it is made 

possible by the employees 

who exemplify, embody and 

reinforce our values every day.

Gina Drosos

CEO

Signet Jewelers

Employees Perform Better

8.6.20 Culture, diversity, and 

inclusion are critically import-

ant. It is both the smart and 

the right thing to do. When 

you create an environment 

where employees can bring 

100% of themselves to work 

every day, we see that they 

are able to perform better 

and be more innovative. We 

are seeing this really shift our 

engagement and retention of 

amazing talent.

Mike Kaufmann

CEO

Cardinal Health

Change The Dynamic

8.4.20 It’s easy to confuse 

activity with results when 

focusing on diversity. Nice 

words or hiring a Diversity 

Leader are fine but shouldn’t 

be confused with changing the 

dynamic. For example, if 20% 

of your people are diverse, the 

only way to increase this is by 

hiring at a greater rate than 

20%, and the diverse people 

leaving is less than 20%. Track 

both every 6 months and you 

will see progress.

David M. Cote 

Former CEO of Honeywell

Executive Chairman, Vertiv 

Holdings

Take Specific Actions

8.3.20 Our lives begin to end 

the day we become silent 

about the things that mat-

ter”… I really like this quote 

by MLK. These times really 

require bold leadership 

to ensure we don’t let the 

opportunity of the moment 

slip into the sunset. It’s more 

than just words espousing or 

reaffirming corporate values, 

but rather a strong willingness 

to change through specific 

actions. 

Acknowledging clearly that 

black lives matter, systemic 

racism and inequality exist in 

society and as a by product in 

our companies, committing 

to action, and outlining first 

concrete steps towards that 

action is a good road map to 

follow. These steps will signal 

that this time things will be 

different and systemic change 

can happen. 

“All people want 
to feel a sense of 

belonging and 
safety at work, 
and it’s our job 

as leaders to 
create positive 
changes within 
our organiza-

tions to foster it. 
This year under-
scored just how 
important it is to 
up the humani-
ty, support one 

another and take 
action to create 

a diverse and 
inclusive work 
environment. ” 
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“Acknowledging 
clearly that black 

lives matter, 
systemic racism 
and inequality 
exist in society 

and as a by 
product in our 

companies, 
committing to 

action, and 
outlining first 

concrete steps 
towards that 

action is a good 
road map to 

follow.” 

Real-time CEO Insights on Leading a Diverse and Effective Organization

Our “speak” also matters, 

so, yes, review things that 

can send subtle messages as 

well. As an example, I always 

wondered why we use the 

word ChairMAN? How about 

we just call all positions at that 

level Chair. Subtle, but it sends 

the right message that we are 

ready for change. 

Diversity and Inclusion should 

take a step forward on our 

priority list in the boardroom 

as well as at the executive 

leadership table. This time 

things must be different or we 

would have squandered an 

incredible opportunity. Silence 

and lack of action should not 

and cannot be an option.

Julio Portalatin 

Vice Chair

Marsh & McLennan Companies

Better Talent, Better Partner

7.30.20 At AlixPartners we val-

ue the diversity of our people 

and our culture. I strongly 

believe that it isn’t possible 

to build a diverse community 

unless people feel included, 

and leaders must foster a work 

environment that promotes 

inclusion and equal treatment 

for all colleagues and in which 

everyone feels welcomed and 

valued. This in turn enables 

you to continue to attract the 

best talent and makes you a 

better partner for clients.

Simon Freakley

CEO

AlixPartners

Courageous Conversations

7.20.20 As leaders, we must 

commit to creating a strong 

sense of belonging for all, 

and fostering an atmosphere 

in which everyone can feel 

comfortable bringing their 

full self to work. This includes 

giving everyone a voice by 

convening honest conversa-

tions and increasing empathy, 

so colleagues can be heard 

and understood on issues of 

inclusion, diversity and equity. 

We’ve recently hosted Cou-

rageous Conversations with 

more than 6,000 colleagues 

and it’s been a powerful tool 

to create change.

Penny Pennington

Managing Partner

Edward Jones

Celebrate Differences

7.17.20 It starts at the top. Lead-

ers must pave the way to cre-

ate and maintain an inclusive 

working environment — one 

that is built on mutual respect 

of differences, and where 

teamwork and relationships 

matter. BDO is a people-first 

organization, which serves as 

the foundation for everything 

we do. Our values are rooted 

in our people – our profession-

als, our clients, our families 

and our communities. As 

leaders, it is up to us to do our 

part to foster a culture that 

not only accepts individual dif-

ferences, but celebrates them, 

and recognizes the value that 

diverse perspectives bring.

Wayne Berson

CEO

BDO USA

Everyday Equations

7.15.20 To build a culture where 

inclusivity is the everyday 

norm and diversity is always 

celebrated takes everyone’s in-

volvement and commitment. 

One of the ways we focus 

on advancing our culture is 

through what we call “Every-

day Equations,” a simple yet 

visual way to shift people’s 

behaviors. One of those equa-

tions is ‘Horseshoes > Circles.’ 

This equation communicates 

that any team or organization 

is stronger when it is open, like 

a horseshoe, to new people 

and ideas. The horseshoe 

also encourages great ideas 

and people to leave as well, 

bringing diversity, perspective, 

and new energy to a different 

team. People are asking how 

they can improve their own 

environments. My answer is: 

ask yourself every day, how 

can I make my team more 

inclusive? Being intentional 

about inclusion by opening 

up those circles is a recipe for 

a thriving culture and organi-

zation.

Dan Helfrich

Chairman & CEO

Deloitte Consulting LLP

“As leaders, we 
must commit 
to creating a 
strong sense 

of belonging for 
all, and 

fostering an 
atmosphere in 

which everyone 
can feel 

comfortable 
bringing their 

full self to 
work.” 
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Trish Mosconi, Executive Vice President, Chief Strategy Officer, 
and Corporate Development Leader, Synchrony

As we reflect on this year and look ahead to the new 
year, the major events that have so impacted this na-
tion will have lasting effects: the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, the murder of George Floyd, the killing of Breonna 
Taylor, and the subsequent rise of the social and racial 
justice movement.  

Today, we are working differently and are holding 
ourselves accountable as leaders, as a company, and 
as a society to address systemic racism in our country. 
Diversity, equity and inclusion are not new concepts 
or goals for Synchrony. They have been foundational 
to how we do business and to our future growth since 
our company’s beginning. However, this year’s events 
have caused us, along with many other companies, to 
look deeper within, to examine what role we are play-
ing and where we can root out persistent disparities in 
order to drive meaningful change. 

We’re approaching diversity and inclusion as a busi-
ness imperative. It is the right thing to do and is crit-
ical to ensuring we:
•	  represent our employees, the millions of custom-

ers 	we serve, and our communities; 
•	 provide products and services that work for a 

broad swath of Americans; and, 
•	 achieve business success over the long-term. 

Creating a diverse, inclusive workforce drives 
innovation

Having inclusion at the core means putting people 
at the center. By embracing diversity of thought and 
perspectives, businesses can support their customers 
in new ways, improve the development of products 
and solutions, and better understand the needs of our 
employees.

Expert Advice

Diversity and Inclusion is Key 
to Business Strategy 
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In addition, creating a diverse workforce helps drive in-
novation and problem-solving amid rapidly changing 
environments, which fuels business success.  The abili-
ty to be agile in our mindset and execution is key; we’ve 
all seen how quickly the world has changed in just a few 
months. We created an agile operating environment by 
empowering our teams to make their own decisions and 
pivot, and to do so nimbly and without repercussions.

The pandemic has created opportunities to accelerate 
our strategic priorities and our commitment to a more 
inclusive workforce. At the start of the pandemic, Syn-
chrony moved quickly to radically readjust the way we 
worked. In just a few weeks, we relocated nearly all of 
our 16,000 employees to work from home. We now 
have the opportunity to employ and advance the best 
people no matter where they live. This is mutually ben-
eficial, offering flexibility for our teams and expanding 
our efforts to create an even more diverse workforce.

Make diversity and inclusion a key business 
strategy, not just an initiative

By treating diversity and inclusion as a long-term 
business strategy, a company can apply the same type 
of metrics one would to any business imperative. This 
includes creating a way to monitor success through 
goals, actions, and accountability, and then to modify 
tactics and make corrections.

To make this happen, Synchrony instituted a se-
nior-level steering committee, led by our President 
along with diverse leaders companywide, that is 
charged with formulating actions across all areas of 
the business. I’m leading the effort around our growth 
and strategic investments.  Our work extends beyond 
our company, advancing financial opportunities as 
well as growth and wellness in diverse communities 
and businesses. Here’s some of what we’re doing:

•	 Earlier this year, the Synchrony  Foundation 
committed $5 million to various organizations 
supporting social justice, and $5 million to sup-
port small businesses, including a $2 million grant 
to national non-profit Local Initiatives Support 
Corporation (LISC) to provide emergency grants 

for minority and women-owned small businesses 
impacted by the pandemic.

•	 We’re also increasing our work with minori-
ty-owned small businesses, and as a member of 
the National Minority Supplier Diversity Coun-
cil, we’re identifying and using diverse suppliers 
whenever possible. 

•	 Synchrony joined the newly-created Fintech 
Equality Coalition. The group’s mission is  to 
enhance access to financial services and provide 
opportunities for mentoring and career advance-
ment within the Black community. 

•	 We also recently signed the National Venture Cap-
ital Association’s (NVCA) human capital pledge, 
committing to advancing a more diverse, equita-
ble, and inclusive venture ecosystem.

•	 Our Synchrony Ventures group, which invests in 
promising startups, is focused on working with 
companies with diverse founders. 

•	 We’re developing programs to help reach diverse 
consumer groups with financial education and 
services geared toward those communities. 

These and similar actions are available to all compa-
nies. And there is more work we must continue to do. 
Now is the time we use the tragedies that have touched 
us this year to chart a stronger, more inclusive future. 

Trish Mosconi is Executive Vice 
President, Chief Strategy Offi-
cer, and Corporate Develop-
ment Leader of Synchrony. 
She is responsible for devel-
oping Synchrony’s strategic 
vision and plan to drive long-
term growth, leading corpo-
rate strategy, strategic part-

nerships, corporate venture arm, and M&A activities.
 
Prior to Synchrony, Trish was Managing Director for the 
Financial Markets Advisory Group and leader of the Strate-
gic Consulting practice at BlackRock. Previously, Trish had 
more than two decades of consulting experience in financial 
services, consumer, high-tech, and various service-based in-
dustries. She earned a bachelor’s degree in accounting and 
finance from Lehigh University and an MBA from Columbia 
Business School.
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Nadja West	

“That is what my dad 
liked about the Army; 

it was an institution that 
allowed ALL people to 

interact as people.” 

LTG West as a Senior Cadet or “Firstie” at West Point inspects 
the rifle of a plebe during formation. Top right: LTG West 
salutes the Old Guard for the final time during the Pass In 
Review during her Retirement Ceremony.
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Robert Reiss: As recent Surgeon General of the U.S. 
Army, what should we know about the pandemic 
beyond just washing your hands? 

Nadja West: I tell you, that’s really an important thing. 
Sometimes we like to see really sophisticated and nov-
el treatments but unfortunately, what I call the boring 
basics are still very relevant. Washing hands may seem 
very basic -- but even in hospitals staff have problems 
consistently washing their hands like they should. So, 
I would say the basics are still really important; which 
are washing your hands, not touching your face, sneez-
ing and coughing responsibly, and wearing an appro-
priate face covering. We’ve been teaching kids to cough 
in their elbow and not spread their plume through the 
air, so it becomes a habit. So, again, I think the basics 
are still important to practice; and following recom-
mendations from authoritative public health profes-
sionals is critical.

The CEO Forum Group 
has selected Lt. Gener-
al Nadja West for the 
2020 Transformative 

CEO Award in Leadership in the cate-
gory of Military. This is bestowed for her 
groundbreaking contributions integrat-
ing health, social and racial justice, and 
leadership … and for setting a model of 
truly noteworthy citizenship.

                                           Lt. General & Surgeon General (ret.) U.S. Army



12   The CEO Forum   www.theceoforumgroup.com

LTG West conducts a Skype session with a 5th-grade class who wanted to learn more about the 
Army and the medical field.  

Nadja West	

Another reason I think the basics are so important is be-
cause sometimes, Robert, when we get out far enough 
from a disease process or a public health emergency, 
we start to forget what it was like before we had a cure 
or a prevention. For example, polio; that’s completely 
preventable now, but some parents are starting to not 
give their children childhood vaccines against polio, 
diphtheria, whooping cough, or pertussis for example. 
Some children are suffering the effects or even dying 
from these diseases even though we’ve had preventive 
measures for them for years. So, I mentioned that be-
cause it’s still important to remember the basics as we 
look for new “Star Trek”-era type of treatment and pre-
vention in the future.

Do you think we’ll come up with a vaccine soon? 

I think we will. I think the technology is there to accel-
erate the process of what used to take decades to com-
plete. I think we will definitely have some sort of vac-
cine or countermeasure to COVID-19. When? I can’t 
say, but I believe it’s not going to be years or decades like 
previous timelines for developing vaccines. 

And who knows, we’ll probably have many unexpect-
ed tangential medical inventions. Who knows, maybe 
we’ll cure Parkinson’s or Alzheimer’s because of all 
the medical communities speaking with each other. 

Absolutely. I think the emphasis on health and the em-

phasis on access to care will also cause 
people to take pause and say, “Okay, 
what can we do, not just in our commu-
nities and not just regionally, but what 
can we do as a nation to have an inter-
dependent system.” This is an environ-
ment that we’re used to in the military, 
because that’s how we operate -- with an 
interoperable, interdependent, well-in-
tegrated system, because we have to be 
prepared to deploy worldwide and re-
spond at a moment’s notice if required 
by our nation. Hopefully we can learn 
something like that from this crisis.

Are there lessons from history?

There are lessons about how critical it is for leaders to 
recognize the importance of public health. Starting with 
George Washington, one of his first actions when he ar-
rived in Cambridge in July of 1775 was to issue several 
general orders. One dealt with cleanliness and hygiene 
of the soldiers, which seems today like, ok who wouldn’t 
say that, but back then abundant clean water for bathing 
was scarce, and the correlation between poor hygiene 
and disease was not yet well understood. There was not 
the level of antiseptics and antibiotics like we have today. 
That was one important order. Another was, holding 
leaders responsible for ensuring that their soldiers were 
living in conditions that were sanitary. 

Also, how he addressed smallpox prevention for his 
soldiers was quite controversial at the time. He started 
inoculating them, or what was called “variolization” at 
the time. It was the term for how they actually gave the 
vaccine, with multiple little sticks with a needle with the 
pox virus. But George Washington mandated inocula-
tion for all of his troops. The smallpox rate went from 
17% down to 1%. So, he took a chance with a controver-
sial intervention and saved many lives. That coincides 
with the beginnings of the Army Medical Department, 
and that is what our job has been to this day — to keep 
the fighting force fighting. We’ve been contributing 
to military and national public health all throughout 
our history thanks to our research and development 
command. Our military medical researchers actually 
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develop vaccines that not only have military relevance, 
but a global benefit as well.

Let’s shift to a topic that is really hitting the very 
DNA of our nation, which is systemic racism. What 
is your take on where we were as a society, and what 
do we need to do to build a better society?

Yes, Robert, I know. I think all of us, and you can see by 
the world reaction, were just gripped by that harrowing 
video and I’ve not seen it all yet. I can’t. I can’t watch it. 
I think it finally showed everyone that this is really hap-
pening. To watch George Floyd be murdered in such 
a dehumanizing and demeaning manner, and for me, 
just the thought of having your face pressed against the 
street, just think of that. People spit, throw trash, uri-
nate even worse. And by the curb is where all the trash 
accumulates, and not to be too graphic but it is shock-
ing. Can you imagine having your face smashed into 
the street and that’s the last thing you experience before 
you die? So, I think that resonated with the world. 

Around the same time the Amy Cooper/Christian Cooper 
video went viral. How ironic that they both have the same 
last names. Just to see that on display, a Black birdwatcher in 
Central Park making an appropriate request of a dog own-
er, and it could have ended badly for him when he was char-
acterized as a life-threatening African American man by a 
white woman on a 911 call. She knew those were charged 
words and the authorities would have afforded her instant 
credibility and him instant culpability. That is the ingrained 
effect of systemic racism.

Now everyone is able to see these oc-
currences because of phone cameras. 
Things that would otherwise seem 
utterly unbelievable. So, our society 
is seeing that things like this are hap-
pening, and we are finally saying we’ve 
got to do something about it. This isn’t 
new, and there are a whole lot of prob-
lems that are rooted in systemic rac-
ism that started centuries ago and we 
haven’t been dealing with it properly. 
We have had incremental improve-
ments, but there’s an undercurrent 

that keeps erupting to the surface.  Racism is like painting 
over mold; it looks good for a while but the mold contin-
ues to grow and starts to seep through to the surface if you 
don’t really get to the foundation … you need to scrape it 
off and then start fresh.

So what advice do you have for our leaders? 

Well, I think several things. First, leaders should be 
having those really tough, awkward conversations. I’ll 
refer you to a phenomenal discussion between General 
Goldfein who is the 21st Chief of Staff of the Air Force 
and his command master chief, the senior enlisted ad-
visor of the Air Force, who happens to be Black, Chief 
Master Sergeant Kaleth Wright. 

They are sitting down for a six-minute conversation just 
having a frank discussion about the situation -- about 
what must be done. The Chief of Staff, who is white, un-
derstands …. he doesn’t have all the answers and knows 
that there’s more that needs to be done, but it starts with 
having the conversation and listening. The conversation 
is one thing, but that’s not enough, because we can talk 
all day but then it’s actually doing something, taking ac-
tion and having the ability to say, “Look, I’m willing to 
get out of my comfort zone, and I’m willing to really take 
bold action, not just in word only, but I really have to do 
something.” 

I’m a big tennis fan. I love Serena Williams. Her husband, 
the Reddit co-founder, said that he was going to step down 

from his board position and would 
hope that an African-American could 
be placed in it. Now, someone can be 
cynical about that. What were his rea-
sons for that? I can’t tell you what his 
intent was, but the action was -- this 
is what I am going to do. I’m going 
to take myself out of the position to 
bring awareness to the situation we 
are in. We have to be willing to take 
actions, and we have to become aware. 

Do you have any examples that can 
shed light on how we can change 
systemic racism? 

“Racism is like painting 
over mold; it looks good 
for a while but the mold 
continues to grow and 
starts to seep through 

to the surface if you 
don’t really get to the 

foundation … you need 
to scrape it off and then 

start fresh.” 

			                   Lt. General & Surgeon General (ret.) U.S. Army
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Nadja West	

LTG West and her team of medics at Fort Sam Houston, TX getting in the spirit before the 
Army-Navy Football Game

This one goes way back. I was a lieutenant colonel in 
the Army, and I was the Division Surgeon for the 1st 
Armored Division (1st AD), which is the medical advi-
sor to the Division Commander, who at the time was 
Major General Casey. This was in the late ’90s. The 
Public Affairs Officer (PAO), who happened to be Af-
rican-American, put together a prototype issue of Old 
Ironsides, the unit’s magazine. It was beautiful, very 
professionally done with great graphics. He passed 
copies out to the staff during our meeting and we saw 
great photos of tanks, artillery pieces and soldiers in 
various units, in the field, in motor pools, etc, along 
with really good articles. 

And the first thing General Casey said was, “What’s 
wrong with this picture? What’s wrong with this?” And 
the PAO was like, “Oh my gosh, is there a typo? Is there 
something mislabeled?” And General Casey respond-
ed: “It’s too white.” And this was from a white general 
saying this to his African-American PAO. I mean, he 
was comfortable saying that. 

Casey said, “I don’t see any. . .” And he could tell you 
what the demographics of the 1st AD were, how many 
African-Americans, how many Hispanics, how many 
women, etc. And he said to all of us, “All of our soldiers 
need to see themselves.” If he hadn’t said a word, no one 

would have thought anything of it, because it really was 
a beautiful magazine. But as a leader, he made a state-
ment when he said, “People need to see themselves as 
part of the team.” He knew that there was bias in some-
thing as simple as who was pictured in a unit magazine. 
And again, that was back in the ’90s. 

That was a big deal, and I was just shocked by that dis-
cussion because even I, as an African-American, didn’t 
see a problem with the magazine until he mentioned 
that. So that’s an example. It’s really important to have 
leaders and people willing to get outside of their com-
fort zones to be able to say, “Hey, it’s too white.” As a 
leader, he understood the importance of seeing the 
entirety of the 1st AD as his responsibility. All of us sol-
diers were his responsibility. And he recognized that 
historically some were not valued the same as others.

I can tell you, that experience changed me as a leader. I 
remembered from that point forward to look, and en-
sure that all were equally represented, not just in photos 
but in all aspects of being part of the team. And another 
important point is that with the 1st AD example, you 
didn’t have to contrive something and fake pictures or 
get actors. We had actual soldiers from all demograph-
ics that were out there serving honorably, doing their 
jobs, but sometimes the photographers may gravitate 

towards those who look 
like them, right? It may 
not be intentional, but 
it has an impact. It’s not 
mean-spirited, it’s just 
something we don’t think 
about, and it can have a 
long-term negative effect. 

That, to me, is a story of 
how you start to get after 
systemic racism. You have 
to stop and think, is there 
a better vision of what 
this division looks like? 
Do I need to go and look 
for people of color, not 
because I’m looking for 
them just to check a block, 
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“In the military we have formal 
leadership training from day one on. 

Even our young privates, our 
brand-new soldiers, we get them 

started with the principles of 
leadership. So with time leadership 

becomes second nature.” 

but that they have been there all along but they’re in-
visible to me because they are not in my usual circles? 
You have to go out and make sure that they are being 
heard and they feel that they’re part of the team. And 
that’s General Casey. He went on to be the Chief of 
Staff of the Army years later, and one of the people 
that I always hold up as one of the best leaders I had 
the opportunity to serve with. So when it comes to 
systemic racism, General Casey taught me quite a bit 
about dignity and respect, the importance of diversity 
AND inclusion, and the importance of actively engag-
ing to address racism and not just passively waiting for 
someone else to take action.

What a powerful story. Let’s talk about your up-
bringing and lessons you learned as a youth. If I’m 
correct, you grew up an orphan. You grew up with 
a Roman Catholic foundation. Talk about how all 
of your foundations help build the person you are 
today?

I can talk forever on this one because all of those influenc-
es define who I am, and it starts with my parents. They 
were very humble people that are saints in heaven today 
I’m sure. Both African-American. My mom grew up in 
Hot Springs, Arkansas in the early 1900s. My dad grew 
up in New Orleans, Louisiana. He was born in 1920 so, 
you know what he and my mom lived through. 

My dad was Roman Catholic, because there were several 
Catholic missionaries in Louisiana early in our history. 
That’s how we were brought into the faith. He joined 
the Army and saw it as a vehicle for change, because 
even though it was segregated when he joined, he saw 
that as the white soldiers who trained the black soldiers, 
who were called “Colored Troops” at the time, they had 
a change of heart; when they started dealing with them 
one-on-one, when they were teaching them how to 
march, how to fire a weapon and other soldier skills. 
When they were teaching them -- they realized, these are 
human beings, too. Wow! What a concept, right?

Before, they were just a group of “those people,” be-
cause they never had any interaction with them before 
except through the lens of the Jim Crow laws. By the 
end of the training, some would even say, “Hey, this 

guy is pretty good. He’s a sharp shooter. He’s pretty 
good at his skills, and this one is very skilled at assem-
bling and disassembling a radio” or something like 
that. So, some began to realize, “those people” were 
soldiers just like them. 

That is what my dad liked about the Army; it was an 
institution that allowed ALL people to interact as peo-
ple. So, fast forward, my parents were married and they 
found that my mom couldn’t have children. That’s a 
story for another day. We talked about healthcare and 
racial disparities in access to care. My mom’s family 
lived it. As a child my mom had what was most likely 
a ruptured appendix, and the doctor basically told her 
mom, she will either get better or she’ll die. Her fami-
ly couldn’t afford surgery, and few hospitals admitted 
black patients, even if they did have the money. Thank-
fully, she survived, but she was unable to have children. 
And so back to when my parents got married, my mom 
could have felt sorry for herself, but some Catholic nuns 
she befriended reminded her that there were many kids 
in need that she could help. And boy, did my parents 
take that seriously -- adopting 12 of us and then finding 
homes for about another 300! 

Amazing! 

They were. And they didn’t run an agency and they didn’t 
do it for any kind of remuneration or anything like that. 
They were actually honored by Pope Paul VI years later. 
They received Papal humanitarian medals in 1968. So 
back to your original question, my parents gave me that 
foundation in faith, and they always taught me to follow 
the lessons taught in the Bible. We have one where the 
words spoken by Jesus are highlighted in red font. My 
parents showed me the New Testament and they used 
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to say, “Hey, if you can find any words that Jesus spoke 
or deeds he performed that are not good examples of 
how to live your life then you show me.” Jesus spoke to 
Samaritans, which was anathema back then. 

Whether or not you are a believer, the message of how to 
treat others is a good one. Treat others with dignity and 
respect. He didn’t say those words, but he demonstrat-
ed them. He spoke to people he was not supposed to 
because of who they were or where they were from. He 
reached out to people who others deemed “unclean.” He 
put his hands on lepers. He wasn’t afraid. He reached out 
to people that were undesirables, that were kicked out 
of society. He showed mercy to sinners, and kindness 
to widows and beggars. He showed by example how we 
should treat each other, that we need to love each other 
and take care of each other. And that’s how my parents 
raised my brothers and sisters and me, and that’s what I 
tried to live every day. Am I always successful? Heck no. 
Sadly, I fall short more than I care to admit, but I con-
tinue to strive to live that example, because that’s what I 
believe I’m called to do, and I had a phenomenal example 
in my parents.

Are there lessons about leadership in business that 
we can learn from the military?

The definition of leadership for the Army is, you need 
to be able to provide purpose, direction, and motiva-
tion, to those you lead, and you have to do, know and 
be certain things as a leader. We are developed as lead-
ers all throughout our careers. In the military we have 
formal leadership training from day one on. Even our 
young privates, our brand-new soldiers, we get them 
started with the principles of leadership. So with time 
leadership becomes second nature. We may put them 
in charge of two other soldiers to accomplish a task, of 
course with a non-commissioned officer to supervise. 
We set up progressively more challenging leadership 
opportunities from early on, so by the time they’ve been 
in for 20 years they’ve had a wide range of experiences 
in a variety of situations. It’s natural to them. 

So maybe having a formal leadership training program 
for everyone in the organization. I would say everyone, 
because everyone is a leader in some capacity even if 

they are not formally “in charge,” and I think you would 
see those diamonds in the rough become exposed if ev-
eryone is given the opportunities at more junior levels 
to learn about and practice leadership. If those skills 
can be cultivated in your workforce you may find that 
you have a more robust pool of leaders available to help 
your organization maneuver through these uncertain 
times. I think that would be helpful.

And there we have it. Nadja, a pleasure having you 
on The CEO Show.

Well, thanks Robert. I appreciate the invitation.

 Nadja West 
Lieutenant General (ret)
U.S. Army Medical Command (USAMEDCOM)

Lieutenant General (ret) Nadja West is the 44th Army Surgeon 
General and the former Commanding General of U.S. Army Medical 
Command (USAMEDCOM). In 2015 West became the first African 
American woman 3-star General in the Army’s history, and is current-
ly the highest-ranking woman to ever graduate from West Point. 

A graduate of George Washington School of Medicine, West 
completed residencies in Family Medicine and Dermatology, 
and has held various clinical, operational and leadership posi-
tions throughout her 30+ year career as a soldier.

In her last Army assignment, West managed an $11 billion budget and 
led a global healthcare enterprise consisting of over 130,000 health-
care professionals supporting over four million people. She was the 
senior medical advisor to the SECARMY and Chief of Staff of the Army.  

West serves on the boards of directors for Nucor and Tenet 
Healthcare. She is also a trustee of Americares and the 
National Recreation Foundation.

Nadja West          Lt. General & Surgeon General (ret.) U.S. Army
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David M. Rubenstein

Robert Reiss: What prompted you to write How to 
Lead, especially during these times?
 
David Rubenstein: Over the past four years or so, I had 
the opportunity to interview some of the country’s lead-
ers in many different fields. The interviews were typical-
ly broadcast on my Bloomberg TV show, “Peer-to-Peer 
Conversations”.
        
But I had not pulled together the insights provided by 
these leaders in any one place; nor had I, on that show or 
elsewhere, given my own perspectives on what makes a 

strong leader. So I thought a book which placed my lead-
ership perspectives alongside the leadership perspec-
tives of a number of outstanding individuals in diverse 
fields would be a contribution: it would enable people to 
see the common traits of good leaders, while also inspir-
ing — hopefully — younger people to become leaders 
themselves. A strong country needs strong leaders, in 
many different areas, and it is today’s younger individ-
uals who will, in time, provide that requisite leadership.

The book is divided into six categories of leaders you 
interviewed. Share an insight or two from each.
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		          Co-Founder & Co-Executive Chairman The Carlyle Group 

Visionaries: Jeff Bezos. He likes to make his key deci-

sions from intuition, rather than hard facts. His best de-

cisions have been intuitive, and not what the data — or 

others — might have thought best. Jeff likes to make no 

major decisions before 10 a.m. or late in the day. And he 

really needs eight hours of sleep a night to be at his peak.

Builders: Jamie Dimon. He was publicly fired as Presi-

dent of Citigroup by his mentor, Sandy Weill, but overcame 

that public embarrassment by dispassionately assessing 

his strengths and weaknesses. So while Jamie was offered 

many jobs at the time — including the number two job at 

Amazon — he waited for a banking position, for he knew 

that was the industry he knew and loved. So in time, Jamie 

became the CEO of JPMorgan, and became the best known 

and most respected banker in the world. That is his contri-

bution to the country — running its biggest bank well.

Transformers: Tim Cook. When Tim succeeded the 

legendary Steve Jobs, the conventional wisdom was that 

it was an impossible job, and Tim would not likely last that 

long. But Tim realized he was not Steve Jobs, and he did 

not try to be. Rather, Tim did what he did so well — and 

what Steve admired: making certain that the operation-

al aspects of the company worked flawlessly; getting the 

Apple employees to work together cooperatively; sharing 

the credit; and quietly inspiring the Apple employees to 

make the company even better. And under Tim’s watch, 

the market value is up about six times and is the most 

valuable company in the world.

Commanders: Condoleezza Rice. She overcame the 

challenges of being raised in the segregated South, and 

left behind her intended career as a classical pianist, to be-

come the first African American woman to serve as Nation-

al Security Advisor and as Secretary of State. In those posi-

tions, she had to directly deal with the attacks on 9/11, the 

invasion of Iraq and its protracted after-effects. In so doing, 

she always presented a cool, collected public image while 

retaining the great respect of President George W. Bush and 

so many others with whom she worked closely.

Decision-makers: Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. 

Although a brilliant law school student at Harvard and 

Columbia, the bias against women lawyers at the time 

of graduation made it impossible to get a law firm to hire 

her. But Ginsburg’s brilliance and determination enabled 

her to overcome that and other career obstacles. And 

she was known as the rock star of the Supreme Court — 

probably the most popular individual to ever serve on 

the Court. That popularity derives from many factors, but 

certainly one of them was her determination, in her late 

80s, to soldier on, overcoming four bouts of cancer, while 

barely missing regular workouts with her trainer.

Masters: Yo-Yo Ma. In every area of human conduct, 

there is generally one individual who is considered the ul-

timate, the world’s number one. In playing the cello, there 

is no doubt that Yo-Yo Ma is the acknowledged successor 

to the previous gold standard — Pablo Casals. But Yo-Yo 

Ma’s passion today is not just performing to sell-out audi-

ences around the world. Rather, he relishes just as much 

the role of being a cultural ambassador — someone who 

is trying to educate people throughout the globe about 

the value of culture in making their lives more enjoyable 

and fulfilling. 

Times of crisis are often platforms for great leader-
ship to emerge. What advice do you have for CEOs to 
be great leaders during this pandemic?

In times of crisis, great leaders have to rise to the occa-
sion. They have to work harder, communicate better, 
empathize more with their employees, and be a role 
model, i.e., lead by example, by doing what they tell oth-
ers to do.

At the outset of the pandemic, I interviewed dozens of 
CEOs about how they were tackling the unique chal-
lenges that they, their companies and their employees 
faced. All of them recognized — as I think they should 
have — that it was important to be honest about the sit-
uation, to focus on their employees’ health first, and to 
do the best they could to continue to help their custom-
ers through a unique and difficult situation. And I think 
they all also recognized that this was a unique crisis that 



20   The CEO Forum   www.theceoforumgroup.com

David M. Rubenstein

would change their companies forever, and they would 
therefore have to be prepared to deal with the changes 
directly and forthrightly.

As an historian, I’d be interested in your take, David, 
as to what actions the greatest leader of recent times 
—Abe Lincoln—would do if he found himself in Sep-
tember 2020. 

Lincoln was without doubt, in my view, our country’s 
greatest President. He preserved the Union and ended 
slavery, through a combination of tireless work, utiliz-
ing the skills of his talented advisors, sharing the cred-
it, taking the blame, exhibiting humility, and always 
putting the nation’s interest first. What was best for the 
country motivated him, not what was best for himself.

Whether a person with those qualities would enter pol-
itics today, or be able to rise in politics today, is a fair 
question. The pressures can be greater, and the ability to 
get things done may be much harder.

But if Lincoln, or the equivalent, were around today, I 
think he would conclude that placing the country first, 
showing humility and empathy, being honest with the 
public, and working at a pace and a manner as to have 
all citizens respect his human qualities, even if they dis-
agree with his decisions, would be the only way to pro-
ceed and conduct himself.

You’ve succeeded greatly in many disciplines, in-
cluding business, as a TV show star, philanthropist, 
author, speaker and father … and other  successes. 
What is your systemic superpower?

In recent years, I have been very lucky to have many 
things break in my favor. For that I am grateful, but I 
certainly recognize the value of luck. And I recognize 
that someone who has had this kind of luck needs to 
repay the country for this type of good fortune. I try to 
do that through philanthropic activities and other acts 
designed to give back to the country. Fortunately, I en-
joy doing this, and thus it is not work — it is pleasure. 
And when you are doing things that are pleasurable, it is 
much easier to find the time and energy and drive. Even 
at my age. 

David M. Rubenstein
Co-Founder and Co-Executive Chairman
The Carlyle Group
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York City and Washington, D.C.
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on Foreign Relations; a Fellow of the Harvard Corporation; a 
Regent of the Smithsonian Institution; a Trustee of the Nation-
al Gallery of Art, Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, the 
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World Economic Forum; a Director of the Lincoln Center for 
the Performing Arts and the American Academy of Arts and 
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Ronan Dunne                                    CEO Verizon Consumer Group

Robert Reiss: Verizon Consumer is over a $90 billion 
business. In full disclosure this interview wouldn’t 
happen if it weren’t for Verizon, as right now I am us-
ing your hotspot on my phone to get video bandwidth. 
Talk about the business.

Ronan Dunne: I see us as the connectivity partner of 
choice for U.S. consumers. We offer voice, data, and TV 
products and services and wireless connected experienc-
es nationwide, and I’m glad that you’re one of our 100 
million customers … and, as most already know, we’re 
the most awarded network in America.

And Verizon was really the founder of 5G?

Yes. It’s fair to say that Verizon has led in every generation 
of technology in the wireless industry. We saw the oppor-
tunity as the 4G leader to build on the great foundation 
and network that we had. So, we established ‘The Tech-
nology Forum’ a few years ago and said to others in the 
ecosystem, “Come on, we can make this even better. We 

The CEO Forum 
Group has select-
ed Ronan Dunne 

and Verizon Consumer Group for 
the 2020 Transformative CEO 
Award in Leadership in the catego-
ry of Telecommunications. This was 
bestowed because of Dunne’s conceptu-
al platform of six leadership principles, 
and utilizing these to successfully lead 
an aligned organization featuring 
exceptional customer focus and care 
through the challenges of 2020.

Ronan and V Teamers at a retail event in Charlotte, NC.
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can go faster.” We invited people like Samsung, some 
of the equipment vendors, and we built a proposition 
which then became the global standard, the 3GPP 
standard, as it’s called. We kind of primed the pump 
and that allowed us to go out in October of 2018 be-
fore anyone else with the first 5G implementations in 
the United States, and we have been building out of it 
ever since.

Discuss March 2020 when we came into a pandem-
ic. Talk about the leadership involved in Verizon ac-

tually moving 100,000 employees to remote in only 
a few days. 

The first thing to say is that the number one priority 
for us was to strike an appropriate balance between 
the health and well-being of employees and making 
sure that the network, which was always important 
but never more so than from mid-March, delivered 
the sort of service that everyone needed including 
first responders and people in the frontline. We 
immediately moved to reinforce the network. We 

made more capacity available to cus-
tomers who weren’t already on unlim-
ited plans; we gave unlimited calling. 
At the same time, we started a program 
of moving our employees to where they 
could be safe, but also where they could 
continue to support customers. So we 
closed down 80% of our retail stores 
overnight. 

We moved employees from retail and gave 
them the opportunity to retrain, so within 
a week or so, they were answering calls in 
the customer service environment, or they 
were offering tele-sales support. Our of-
fices were all closed as well and we moved 
people to remote work. Over a period of 10 
days or so, we took about 100,000 people 
and we put them back in a home environ-
ment, to make sure that they were safe, but 
also productive.

What was the behind-the-scenes lead-
ership in making that happen?

One benefit we had is the weather, which 
is a huge factor for a business like mine 
in the United States. I already have a very 
sophisticated emergency response capa-
bility, recognizing that I have to respond 
to hurricanes and the like. So, we cou-
pled that with our human resources team 
and our chief human resources officer, 
and we brought together the network 
emergency plan and then our emergency 

    

Ronan speaks to a customer at the Verizon 5G launch in Chicago, 2019.

Ronan Dunne 
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response program because very often we have to evac-
uate buildings and other things because of weather as 
well. 

We stood that up 24/7 from day one. We, as an execu-
tive team, meet every single day and have done so since 
mid-March. We start the day, every day, with the whole 
executive team getting together and we check in on 
what’s going on inside the business, COVID-related, 
the network-related, the performance-related stuff, 
but really focusing on making sure that we can make 
rapid, agile decisions that allow the rest of the people 
in the business to have certainty. 

Probably, the most significant thing that we did, 
Robert, was we decided that because communica-
tion was so important, we would stand outside our 
own firewall. And so, we have a daily video commu-
nication that we’ve done for now almost 10 weeks, 
which is called ‘Up to Speed’ and it actually sits out-
side the corporate firewall, so you or an analyst or 
a customer can listen in and hear our management 
talking about how we’re responding to the changing 
nature of the challenge and, increasingly, the op-
portunities that are being created by the situation 
we find ourselves in.

And now with awful situations like George Floyd, 
we find ourselves also in a crisis 
of racism. What insights do you 
have on leading through these 
times? 

We took exactly the same philo-
sophical approach as we did with 
the pandemic. The first thing we 
did was we said, before we start 
issuing press releases or send-
ing statements, let’s convene our 
own community. So, we got our-
selves up to speed, we brought 
our CEOs and other members of 
the organization together, and we 
had a conversation with our own 
people. We talked about what we 
were seeing in our communities 

and our society, and we talked very clearly about our 
responsibility for social justice. Once we started that 
conversation internally, then we amplified that con-
versation outside, but the authenticity of our leader-
ship that I think has really proven its worth is the fact 
that every conversation starts with our people and 
then builds to an appropriate response to our custom-
ers, to the communities in which we work and serve, 
and. where appropriate, to government or regulators.

It sounds like you have a highly methodical ap-
proach. Maybe that comes from your background 
as an accountant. 

Verizon has a track record in running to a crisis, and 
we’re known for our flawless execution. What I would 
say to you about my background and training is, like 
most CEOs, this is not my first rodeo, and I was ap-
pointed as my first CEO job on the first of January 
2008, and some of the financial market and economic 
conditions looked very similar. So, I’m still here to tell 
the story. 

The idea is it ’s essential to have a methodology. 
One of my philosophies of leadership is just make 
sure you know what question it is that you’re try-
ing to answer. Sometimes, we run to respond, to 
be active, to be doing something. It is much better 

                           					                        CEO Verizon Consumer Group

Ronan Dunne is joined by V Teamers at the Verizon 5G launch in Chicago, 2019.
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to take the moment and make sure you have exact 
clarity.

How do you get the clarity on what the systemic 
issue is? 

I’ll give you a good example. When we saw the racial 
unrest in the streets in the recent 10 days or so, we as 
an executive team came together and we said, “Look, 
there’s an urgency for response. But let’s make sure 
that we as a leadership team check in with each other 

and make sure that what we have to say is a meaning-
ful contribution to the conversation, rather than allow 
somebody outside our organization to somehow set 
an artificial timeline or expectation.” So, it’s manage-
ment from the center in the sense of leading from your 
values, your purpose, the who-you-are … you don’t 
wake up on a Monday and decide you have a view on 
social justice.

Like management from the center, you have devel-
oped six principles of leadership, which to me are 
a comprehensive, remarkable leadership philos-
ophy, relevant to both new and seasoned CEOs. 
Walk through those. 

The first thing I’ve learned over my 30+ year career is 
it’s really not about what you do, it’s about what you 
make happen and therefore the ability to influence the 

environment around you -- because in my view, impact 
and influence can be infinite, whereas your output by 
definition is finite.

And I learned that very quickly in the first manage-
ment job, where I stayed later than the rest of the 
team to try and get ahead and, respectfully, without 
being able to create the eighth day of the week it’s 
not a scalable management model. So, that idea that 
you think about the impact you’re having all the time 
rather than solely focusing on the piece that you’re 
doing yourself. 

And that leads to the second part of the lesson, which 
is about the importance of building teams. The ul-
timate amplification of that philosophy is that you 
create teams which have the capability to bring to-
gether attributes that you don’t possess. The idea is 
that everyone in your team should be better at doing 
their job than you would be. And that’s a challenge 
for many leaders, because they’ve been promoted 
out of those very teams, and, therefore, they were 
pretty good at being the CFO in my case, or what-
ever the example it might be. My belief on teams is 
that if you bring real diversity of thought and intent, 
you create teams that have the potential to achieve 
outcomes that no other team can achieve, because 
you actually embrace that diversity, that DNA, to 
bring something different. Creating great teams 
really enables you to create differentiated outcomes 
and actually to compete. 

The third lesson is to think about exercising judgment 
as to when to exercise judgment. Now, that may sound 
like a clever play on words, but the whole idea is every 
one of us has been at that moment in our career where 
we want to demonstrate to others that we have what 
it takes. And usually what we do is try to find situa-
tions where we make big bold decisions. But the truth 
is, it’s largely the case that “only fools rush in.” Some 
of the most telling experiences that I’ve seen both in 
my formation and in me deciding where I saw real 
long-term leadership talent with the people who were 
willing to exercise judgment, were to say, “No, I don’t 
have enough information. I can’t make that decision. 
But this is what would be necessary for me to be able 

“We have a daily video 
communication that we’ve done 

for now almost 10 weeks, 
which is called ‘Up to Speed’ 
and it actually sits outside the 
corporate firewall, so you or 
an analyst or a customer can 

listen in and hear our management 
talking about how we’re 

responding to the changing nature 
of the challenge.” 

    
Ronan Dunne   
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to make it.” The idea of when to exercise judgment, to 
me is crucially important. 

My fourth lesson is really one that I think is obvious, 
but it’s increasingly important to the effectiveness of 
organization and that is the idea that leadership should 
happen at every level of the organization. Better deci-
sions are made closer to the impact of those decisions. 
And so, if you think about the talent that we have in 
our society today, younger people with a broad range 
of skills don’t want to suffer in a hierarchy where, until 
they get old and gray, nobody will ask their opinion. 

So you organize around the task or opportunity at 
hand, and that way the leader is the person who is 
naturally able to make the maximum contribution in 
that space, not the person who is most senior. If you 
do that, I think you’ll achieve one of my overarch-
ing philosophies, which is that success is defined by 
matching talent to opportunity. Talent is broadly dis-
tributed. It’s opportunity that isn’t. 

My fifth lesson is about authenticity. I started my first 
CEO job after 25 years of work experience. And for 
the first three to four months, I wrapped myself with 

anxiety about “How would somebody else do this job? 
How would my predecessor have done it?” And what 
I really realized was I had 25 years of experience, and 
the only thing I was doing was trying to imagine how 
somebody else would be the CEO. The secret is simple. 
Be yourself because you’ll be better at doing that than 
any other example that you might choose from an-
other leader … and it’s so liberating. It’s unbelievable. 
And guess what? You might just be good at it because 
I had 25 years of experience and surprise-surprise, not 
one of them said CEO, but the experiences were still 
as relevant as ever. 

And my last one, the sixth lesson, if you get this far 
—is sometimes, the tough challenges in business are 
simpler than you think. And what I mean by that is we 
have a danger in organizations that we focus on action 
at the expense of clarity of the question. So, just stop 
and make sure you’re executing a Ready-Aim-Fire 
strategy rather than the very common Ready-Fire-
Aim. My mother used to say to me, “The more hurry, 
the less speed.” And I think that’s an incredibly im-
portant philosophy in business as well. A few more 
days or minutes in preparation for the question may 
well accelerate your speed at getting to the answer. So, 

Robert, there’s my lead-
ership philosophy.

Talk about our future 
and the role 5G will 
play. 

The key to 5G is to think 
about it in the context 
of what we describe as 
the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution. At every 
generation in the evolu-
tion of our economy and 
society, there has been 
an accelerant to the 
platform, whether it be 
mechanization, wheth-
er it be the steam en-
gine at different times. 
When we think about 

    
                                                                 CEO Verizon Consumer Group

Ronan and V Teamers at a Panama City retail store visit following Hurricane Michael, 2018.
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the Fourth Industrial Revolution, where we are now, 
we need another accelerant, and the combination of 
5G and real AI and analytics at scale allow us to create 
an informed context for accelerated change. 

The idea that everybody can have the connectivity they 
need is something we’ve talked about for a long time. 
But apply that in a situation where you’ve got real time 
context, the right information at your fingertips in or-
der to make better quality decisions. Think about an 
environment in which we can reduce the cost of access 
for the most needy in our society by providing smart 
computing at the edge of the network, mobile edge 
compute, which reduces the cost of devices. Think 
about lowering the carbon footprint of our economy by 
smarter deployment of the IOT, the Internet of Things. 

In four or five different layers we talked about this 
concept of eight currencies inside 5G. Fundamentally 
it’s about better access matched to real-time informa-
tion to make better, more informed decisions. Better 
coverage and lower cost of access to what you need, 
whether that be in education, consumer, business or 
other verticals which will drive better results and more 
possibilities than ever before.

The third thing is a level of reliability. That means you 
can build confidently on a true wireless infrastructure. 
If we do that, I think we can have more participation in 
our community, in our society, which I think is some-
thing that we will all see coming out of COVID-19. 
Where we all need to be is stand up and be part of the 
answer to a better, more effective, better functioning 
society. To do that means everybody being on the grid 
and being able to have the power in their hands. 

It’s Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It’s ultimately 
self-actualization. We are getting closer to putting the 
tools in place, to allow individuals to be the success 
that they deserve to be.

On that inspirational note, Ronan, I want to tell you 
what a pleasure it is to have you on The CEO Show.

Robert, my pleasure and thank you so much for the 
invitation.

Ronan Dunne
EVP and CEO
Verizon Consumer Group

Ronan Dunne is executive vice president and CEO of Verizon 
Consumer Group. He leads the teams responsible for provid-
ing wireline voice, data and TV products and services and 
wireless connected experiences to more than 100 million 
consumers every day. In addition, his teams are helping to 
build the first 5G technology network that will redefine how 
customers live, work and play. 

Prior to this, Ronan was executive vice president and presi-
dent of Verizon Wireless, responsible for all aspects of Wire-
less’ strategy, product development, marketing, operations, 
customer care and digital operations. He led the teams that 
provide products and communications services for con-
sumer, business and government customers on the nation’s 
largest and most reliable network. 

Ronan joined Verizon in 2016 as executive vice president and 
group president of Verizon Wireless. Under his leadership, 
Wireless continued its evolution and harnessed their net-
work and competitive advantages to provide great custom-
er experiences.

    
Ronan Dunne                                    CEO Verizon Consumer Group
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By David Cote, Executive Chairman of Vertiv Holdings,

Former Chairman & CEO of Honeywell

As the Executive Chairman of Vertiv Holdings, I work 
very closely with our CEO, Rob Johnson, (profiled in 
the last issue of The CEO Forum Magazine) to instill 
the right leadership values throughout the Vertiv or-
ganization. It began with a definition of leadership, 
many of the principles which I had thought through 
as CEO of Honeywell from 2002 through 2017. Too 
many books and articles focus on leadership as a moti-
vational exercise. Done successfully, leadership is a lot 
more than that. We talk about leadership comprising 
three important principles. 

The first is indeed the ability to motivate or inspire a 
large group of people. To be able to mobilize them. This 
is highly visible to everyone and the ability to speak 
well or convincingly is prized. Many are said to be a 
good leader because they can speak well or inspiring-
ly. That doesn’t make someone a good leader. It makes 
them a good orator. There are other ways to mobilize 
people, such as setting a great example or lots of small 

meetings with thought leaders in an organization. The 
important thing to remember is that regardless of how 
it’s done, that ability to mobilize a large group is only 
about 5% of the job. It’s the most visible and measured 
aspect, but the smallest in terms of impact. The next 
two steps together account for the other 95%. 

The second principle is the ability to pick the right di-
rection to take the organization. If everyone is mobi-
lized but they spend the next five years walking in the 
wrong direction or the direction changes every couple 
of years, then you are not doing a good job leading. A 
smart strategy executed day-by-day, quarter-by-quar-
ter gets you far, far ahead of the organization that 
changes every two years. That’s not to say strategies 
should never change, however, if the right amount of 
time and thought is put into developing a strategy, it 
shouldn’t have to undergo dramatic change very often.
This is where the ability to run a meeting well and get 
all the facts and opinions out really matters. A leader 

CEO Insight

Motivation, Direction and Details—
Three Principles of Leadership
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wants to be right at the end of the meeting, not the 
beginning of the meeting. In this second aspect, what 
you decide not to do is also important. I’ve said many 
times that one of the most valuable but undervalued 
things a leader does is to avoid trouble in the first place.
The third principle is the ability to get the entire orga-
nization moving step-by-step in that direction. Too 
many leaders feel they are strategic and don’t need to 
get involved with details. The phrase “I hire good peo-
ple and let them execute” is often heard. The idea that, 
as a leader, you can just be strategic and delegate to 
others to execute is a mistake. 

You want to delegate, not abdicate. You will never un-
derstand all the details, nor should you. That would 
stray into micro-management. But as a leader, estab-
lish usable auditable metrics, have periodic reviews 
with the implementation team and, most importantly, 
physically get out there yourself to see what’s going on. 
Talk to people actually doing the work to see if what 
you are being told is true. Look for falsification bias in-
stead of confirmation bias. Doing all these will signifi-
cantly improve your organization’s execution of the 
goals or strategies developed in the second principle of 
leadership.

Organizations become very adept at compliance with 
words rather than compliance with intent. It takes 
time, relentless pursuit, and often an injection of bu-
reaucracy to get change into an organization. People in 
an organization became very adept at saying the right 
things, using the new metrics, but without the sub-
stantive change you are looking for. That’s why getting 
out there is so important.

A corollary to that phenomenon is that if you measure 
something, the metric will get better. Many leaders say 
what gets measured gets done, but, in my experience, 
if you implement a metric, make sure you can verify it 
hasn’t been manipulated in some way. This happens to 
customer delivery metrics all the time as plants exclude 
issues like order entry issues or orders outside estab-
lished lead times, because it is “unfair.” Another is a 
metric for percent of sales from new products where 
numerous minor product changes are made, each re-
quiring a new product number which counts as a new 

product sale, but there is no big increase in actual sales 
which is what you wanted. 

Over the long term, leaders get measured on whether 
they made the right decisions in choosing the direc-
tion, and whether they got superior results because of 
superb execution. They don’t get measured on good 
speechmaking. Following these three principles of 
leadership, as Rob Johnson and his team are at Vertiv, 
goes a long way to making that happen.

David Cote 
Executive Chairman of Vertiv Holdings
former Chairman/CEO of Honeywell

David Cote is the Executive Chairman of Vertiv Holdings, au-
thor of Winning Now, Winning Later, and former Chairman / 
CEO of Honeywell for over 16 years. During that time, market 
capitalization grew from $20 to $120 billion generating TSR of 
800%, 2.5 times the S&P 500.  

Cote was elected to the Federal Reserve Bank of New York from 
2014 to 2018 and was a founding member of the Campaign to 
Fix the Debt. Cote was appointed in 2010 by President Barack 
Obama to serve on the Simpson-Bowles Commission and in 
2009 as Co-Chair of U.S. India Forum. 

Cote holds a number of awards, including the Horatio Alger 
Award. He was named CEO of the Year from Chief Executive 
Magazine, as well as a World’s Best CEO by Barron’s for five 
consecutive years.
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Dr. Niven Narain                                        President & CEO Berg, LLC 

Robert Reiss: Niven, you’re actually the original pio-
neer integrating biotech and artificial intelligence to 
fast-track drug development. Explain the Berg model. 

Niven Narain: Berg is the company that pioneered hy-
bridizing technology and biology to transform how we 
approach drug development and how we understand 
patients. On average, it takes 11-15 years and upwards of 
$2.6 billion dollars to develop a new drug in traditional 
R&D efforts, and all too often, these costly drugs can be 
ineffective and do not address today’s needs. We were one 
of the first biotech companies on the scene to see the val-
ue AI can offer in maximizing our efficiency. This enables 
us to help physicians diagnose diseases more effective-
ly and to be able to follow patients through the various 
stages of that disease, and, as a product capsule, to be able 
to create the right types of drugs that are specified to the 
area of biology that affects certain populations. It is really 
the enablement of understanding the full narrative of the 
disease biology and then using that information to treat 
patients more effectively.

The CEO Forum 
Group has selected Dr. 
Niven R. Narain and 

Berg LLC for the 2020 Transformative 
CEO Award in Leadership in the cat-
egory of Drug Development. This has 
been bestowed for Narain’s vision of 
creating unprecedented partnerships 
while pioneering the model of com-
bining patient-driven biology with 
AI. This breakthrough work in creat-
ing next-generation drugs is arguably 
more important than ever during this 
pandemic and for emerging stronger 
post-pandemic.

Automated LC MS/MS analysis of clinical samples for high throughput lipidomics analysis.
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How specifically does integrating AI to drug devel-
opment change the game in a COVID world? 

For a few reasons Robert. The main reason is that 
diseases are highly complex, and it’s so important 
to try and, as much as you can, to understand the 
full story. As human beings we’re made of genes; 
we have a metabolism. There are so many ongoing 
and competing variables in the biological context of 
who we are as is synthetized by COVID. If you look 
at a virus that’s coming into the body, it affects dif-
ferent people in different ways. It affects some folks 
in the lungs or the brains, and in others, the gut. We 
can use COVID as a microcosm to a greater reality 

of what is cancer or diabetes or neurological diseas-
es like Parkinson’s.

Our philosophy is that you really have to understand 
the full story of what’s ongoing. Berg’s differentiat-
ing point is that we want to call a timeout before we 
even get to the real drug development phase. Where 
AI has come in is for the reasons of being able to look 
at massive amounts of datasets of what we refer to as 
discrete data sets. Data comes from the genome, or 
looking at clinical data, or real-world data, or demo-
graphic data. One of the other overarching reasons 
is that we don’t understand a lot of these diseases. 
We do not have a fundamental appreciation of what 

are the key drivers that are leading to these dis-
ease processes, so, because there’s so much un-
known biology, the last thing that we want to do 
is to bias ourselves.

AI allows us to put one step in front of a hy-
pothesis, a driven sign, so we’re flipping the 
model. Instead of the hypothesis creating the 
data, in the Berg approach we allow the data to 
create the hypothesis. It removes the bias of the 
human thought process. It allows for a more 
robust approach looking at multiple data sets, 
but also it helps us to do things a lot faster in a 
much bigger way.

Talk about the speed of AI. 

Using AI, Berg is able to synthesize 14 trillion 
data points of a tissue in just a few days. We are 
comprised of over 30,000 genes and over 5,000 
to 6,000 expressed proteins that are key in iden-
tification, and then you look at the hundreds of 
metabolites and lipids to arrive at that number. 
When you are taking a tissue sample within an 
environment, you’re just looking at the raw ex-
pression profile. But if you’re also deriving cells 
from those tissues to bring back into the labora-
tory and recreate the disease environment, such 
that one is able to look at a cancer cell in a low 
oxygen environment or a cancer cell in a high 
glucose environment, these are what we refer to 
internally as multi-omics. 

    

Sample prep for lipidomics analysis of patient samples.

Dr. Niven Narain
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At Berg we believe that we should embrace the full 
narrative of the biology, so we look at the genes; we 
look at proteins; we look at functional studies or what 
we refer to as phenotypes. The genotype is obviously 
the gene that expresses the eye color, but when we’re 
able to see that someone’s eye is blue, that’s the phe-
notype. So we are trying to encumber as much of the 
datasets as possible, so that when you look at all the 
potential permutations between the healthy and the 
disease environment with all these various factors, 
it is a staggering number of factors that enhance AI. 
The human brain is limited in its ability to process this 
copious, specific type of data. So AI for us has been a 
game changer, and has enabled us to look at the full 
potential of what the technology allows us and move 
the needle forward in our efforts internally and with 
our partners.

This is to me really the next generation of precision 
medicine. What are some examples? 

If you have five different people who get infected with 
the same type of bacteria and we give every individual 
the same antibiotic, it’s not going to work on all five of 
those individuals. For the most part in medicine, we 
go through trial and error processes, so you may use 
one antibiotic, and it doesn’t work, and then we go to 
the second or the third. And that causes the ability in 
that individual, who may have un-
derlying diseases, to have compli-
cations. There’s increased hospi-
talization, there’s loss of income. 
In the case of a really, really acute 
care setting, if it’s septicemia, 
nailing the precise antibiotic that 
matches their biological make-
up will save that person’s life. In 
some cases, it’s a matter of hours. 
Precision medicine as we define it 
is giving the right drug to the right 
patient at the right time at the 
right dose. It is so important in an 
acute care setting. 

The second example I would say is 
a lady with breast cancer. So, if you 

have a HER2-positive breast cancer, we know there’s 
a specific mutation that causes this overexpression of 
HER2 of protein that leads, in a subset of patients, to 
the development of HER2-positive breast cancer. So, 
there’s a drug out there which is now being marketed 
by Roche that’s an antibody that goes to suppress the 
levels of HER2. Theoretically, that drug should work 
for everyone because everyone who’s got that disease 
is pretty uniform in the overexpression of HER2. 
However, it doesn’t. So, obviously, that’s telling us 
there are other factors in the biology and the environ-
ment of that tumor that’s leading to some resistance 
to that drug.

And that’s where it’s so important to understand 
the full story. It is so important to understand, 
even though it is such a targeted therapy, it’s telling 
us there are other factors that cause resistance. So 
through these technologies and the Berg approach 
we’re able to identify those mechanisms of resistance. 
We’re able to identify the omics, the multi-omics sig-
natures so certain therapies are going to be specifi-
cally targeted to certain individuals. And, of course, 
in our own pipeline as we developed our own drugs, 
we’re developing our drugs with all the data from the 
inception to gain an appreciation of which popula-
tion our drugs are going to be much more directed 
and effective towards.

                                         			                      President & CEO Berg, LLC 

Biobanking of clinical samples in vapor liquid nitrogen.
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What insights can you share about COVID?

The one thing that we have learned very quick-
ly about COVID is how much we just don’t know. 
We see that there are certain ethnicities that have 
a disproportionate outcome. For example, Afri-
can-Americans, when you look at the rates of mor-
tality, it is abundantly clear that in that population 
there are higher mortality rates. What we have 
learned about this in the role that AI can play is be-
ing able to build the models that I’ve talked about. 

Looking at the biological features and omics from 
the blood and certain fluids of these patients, we are 
able to quickly profile patients who have had a fairly 
good outcome. This means even if we just take folks 
who may have had advanced COVID, or folks who 
ended up on a ventilator but did not do as well in 
response to certain drugs … we can take the popu-
lation of those patients and try to understand why 
they have a differential in outcome. 

We are working with the AdventHealth System in 
Florida and Arizona, where we have access to mul-
tiple types of data and resources and samples, so 
that we can run them through our proprietary In-
terrogative Biology Platform. Our access gives us 
a biological readout on these patients, where we 
can look at all of their charts and their health re-
cords, and take all of that data agnostically and run 
that through the AI system. What that is helping 
us to do is we will be able to discriminate. Why is it 
that some folks who have relatively the same pro-
file—let’s say 65-year-old African-American males 
—both individuals have diabetes and early onset 

heart disease, but one of those individuals was as-
ymptomatic and the other individual ended up on 
a ventilator?

We’re going to be able to determine those factors that 
may have led to a lot worse outcome for the individ-
ual who ended up on a ventilator, but having that in-
formation is going to help physicians triage those in-
dividuals much earlier in the process. You might get 
treatments to them much earlier. You may be more ag-
gressive with these patients. You may be able to mon-
itor them in a different way. And correspondingly, for 
individuals who just have more of a tendency to be 
asymptomatic or have mild cases, you can also triage 
those patients much more effectively, so the resources 
of healthcare systems and physicians could be directed 
to the patients that are high risk.

Talk about the types of partnerships you’ve put 
together. 

Our philosophy is, since inception of the company, 
that getting partnerships of different disciplines 
working together is a key to solving some of the 
most challenging healthcare issues of our time. 
There is something here about the employment of 
using patient biology and artificial intelligence to 
how we approach and view drug development. And, 
in dealing with the company, one other thing that 
we always prioritize ourselves on is independent 
level of validation. All can do some of the early work 
in regard to biology, but we always wanted to bring 
together the best minds to surround the given dis-
ease. By that I mean, whoever are just the best phy-
sicians and best scientists in the world at, I’ll say, 
pancreatic cancer. We went out, and we met with 
them and I said look, this is the approach we want 
to take to pancreatic cancer. 

This is a very mysterious disease. Our goal is to try to 
populate more of the biological understanding. Use 
the biomarker development so that if everyone on an 
annual basis could get a blood test to see if there are 
some early trigger points to pancreatic cancer, then 
patients would not be diagnosed so late in the game. 
And that’s why this disease is so deadly. It’s a silent 

“AI allows us to put one step 
in front of a hypothesis, 

a driven sign, so we’re flipping the 
model. Instead of the hypothesis 

creating the data, in the Berg 
approach we allow the data to 

create the hypothesis.” 

    
Dr. Niven Narain
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killer because by the time you’re diagnosed, by the 
time you have such symptoms, the disease is, more of-
ten than not, very advanced. 

We’re using all of this information now to develop 
drugs in a patient data-directed manner by crowd-
sourcing a level of innovation and bringing the best 
in -- whether they come from big hospital systems, 
the greatest medical schools and universities, and also 
from government. 

The Department of Defense reached out to us back in 
2014 and said, “We would like to assess your platform 
for helping us understand biomarkers in prostate can-
cer, because the unlisted military populations have 
a higher rate of prostate cancer than civilians, and 
no one knows why.” Then, Air Force pilots or any pi-
lots within the military have even a higher rate than a 
non-pilot population. So, we’re able to look at over 20 
years of people and blood samples, urine samples from 
the Department of Defense. We ran samples through 
our platform, and, sure enough, we discovered some 
of the markers that led them to more aggressive stage 
prostate cancers. 

We also came up with the product out of this rela-
tionship, which is so beautiful, that we now have test-
ed retrospectively in prospective clinical trials over 
1,500 patients in some awesome institutions. Four 
biomarkers that are able to discriminate if a patient 
has prostate hypertrophy or NBN large prostate ver-
sus prostate cancer. And that is important because 
the only way to really discriminate that now is to do 
multiple biopsies. Biopsy is very painful. There’s risk 
of infections, there’s risk of impotence. I think if you 
give those guys the choice of taking a blood test ver-
sus a biopsy, most of them would take a blood test. 
It’s a lot less invasive.

Also, consider the cost. A biopsy can be upwards of 
$1,500 to $2,000. So when you look at it from a cost 
basis, you look at it from the usability of use to the pa-
tient, the ability to do what they refer to as active sur-
veillance, meaning, that if you think that there may be 
something going on, you can do this blood test every 
few months or every six months as opposed to having 
to do multiple biopsies. 

That’s just one example of how we partnered with 
government, with 
the Department of 
Defense, to really 
gain access to the 
right types of sam-
ples, understand 
the disease biolo-
gy, understand the 
differentials with-
in patients, and, 
more importantly, 
create a product 
out of that. And 
that’s been so grat-
ifying, and that’s 
one example we’ve 
done with pros-
tate. We’ve done 
the same thing with 
Harvard Medical 
School and other 
centers with pan-

    
		   						       President & CEO Berg, LLC 

Sample prep for comprehensive lipidomics analysis of pancreatic cancer patient samples.
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creatic cancer and a project that we refer to as Proj-
ect Survival. 

We’ve worked with Sanofi on trying to figure out why 
the Flu vaccine is more effective on some patients 
compared to others. We worked with AstraZeneca 
on early research on Parkinson’s disease. Just recent-
ly with Boehringer Ingelheim on assessing Irritable 
Bowel Syndrome and Crohn’s Disease. 

What we realized about building this company, Rob-
ert, is the amount of humility that one has to have in 
order to tackle disease. The amount of humility that 
one has to have in realizing there’s so much more to 
do, there is no way that Berg is going to be able to do it 
all. We need to get as many voices and as many thought 
processes involved.

On COVID we’re working with Oxford. We’re work-
ing with Harvard. We’re working with the Oak Ridge 
National Laboratory, because everybody brings some-
thing different to the relationship. Oak Ridge can 
screen 1.2 billion molecules in ten hours. We can then 
take the samples from the hospitals and patients and 
run them through our platform. Between Oxford and 
Harvard, having the disease experts and the immunol-
ogists and the virologists to look at this data, they said, 
“Yes, I’ve been treating patients for 30 years and this is 
interesting.” 

From a scientific basis, from a technological basis, from 
a business perspective, a commercial perspective, or 
regulatory perspective, as an aggregate that really cre-
ates this constant capsule of “Are we doing the right 
thing at this time?” Instead of creating a product and 
going 60% to 80% through the process and then you 
run a commercial analysis, and someone says, “Well, 
this is no longer interesting compared to when you 
started this program. That is just an exercise in futility.”

So, our approaches keep everything cutting-edge. 
Stay humble about what we do, get the best minds and 
institutions involved in the processes that we’re run-
ning, and, at the end of the day, serve patients with the 
highest level of precision, transparency and delivery of 
the best products. 

Niven, I want to commend you on the true impor-
tance of the breakthrough work Berg is doing. 

Thank you, Robert.

Dr. Niven R. Narain 
Co-Founder, President & CEO 
Berg, LLC

Dr. Niven R. Narain is Co-Founder, President & CEO of Berg, 
LLC, a Boston-based biopharma driving next generation 
drug development by combining patient-driven biology and 
Bayesian AI.  He has been recognized as a pioneer in technol-
ogy development at the intersection of Biology and AI and is 
inventor of the Interrogative Biology® platform that has fu-
eled development of deep pipeline in oncology, metabolic, 
rare and CNS diseases, namely BPM 31510, currently in Phase 2 
trials for cancer, covered by over 550 issued and pending U.S. 
and international patents.

    
Dr. Niven Narain                                        President & CEO Berg, LLC 



www.theceoforumgroup.com   The CEO Forum   35   

Robert Reiss: From all your Harvard Business 
Review articles and in depth work with Michael 
Porter you have become a true thought leader on 
workforce. What have you seen in how the work-
force is doing during this pandemic?

Jim Heppelmann: Knowledge workers are actual-
ly fairing well and performing during this pandemic; 
however, knowledge workers are the minority of the 
workforce everywhere in the world. A majority of usu-
ally about three-to-one, are frontline workers and it ac-
tually matters where they are located. Their job can’t be 
done from home, so that’s where an untapped opportu-
nity lies. For many of the frontline workers – and that’s 
75% of the workforce -- their value can be transformed 
through technology … specifically augmented reality. 

Frontline workers need to keep coming to work and 
doing their work, but they’ve lost their support eco-
system, because in the pandemic the support network 
is not showing up. They need to transfer knowledge 
from the experts to the newbies, and social distancing 
gets in the way of that. There’s not a lot of mentoring 
or job shadowing happening. So the question is, how 
could we bring the kind of benefits that knowledge 
workers have for capturing and exchanging digital in-
formation and collaborating with each other? 

What augmented reality does is it allows digital infor-
mation to be overlaid on the physical world, which is the 
key to advancing manufacturing in this pandemic and 
post-pandemic. If I want to get your help to fix a broken 
machine or calibrate it, the machine actually has to show 

How Augmented Reality Will Elevate 
the Work Force and Our Economy

Jim Heppelmann 								               CEO PTC
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up in the conversation and augmented reality does that. 
It’s augmenting reality, so it’s digital augmentation over-
laid on the physical reality of the broken machine. 

Explain the difference in 2D and 3D between Virtu-
al Reality and Augmented Reality.

Virtual Reality means replacing reality with a virtual 
version. For instance, if you are in a video game, that’s 
virtual reality. That reality in the video game doesn’t 
actually exist anywhere. With Augmented Reality the 
reality is there, and we just want to augment it. We 
want to decorate what a frontline worker sees with in-
formation coming from a remote knowledge worker 
or maybe even a remote frontline worker.  

There’s a lot of good football analogies for augmented 
reality. The John Madden’s Chalk Talks are classic ex-
amples of how John would take a play, and he would 
draw on the play as it was happening and you really 
understood. Another example of augmented reality 
in football, by the way, is when we augment where the 
line of scrimmage is and where the first down line is. 
So we want to use techniques like that to help manu-
facturers be productive.

How specifically can augmented reality help man-
ufacturing?

The retiring workforce is a massive problem for Amer-
ican manufacturers, it’s actually one of the top issues 
that the National Association of Manufacturers calls 
out because these workers typically have 30 or 40 years 
of institutional expertise. When they leave, first, it’s 
hard to find a replacement; and second, it’s hard to 
train a replacement, especially when all the expertise 
is gone. AR allows you to extract that expertise and 
bottle it digitally, so that the expert can leave but the 
expertise doesn’t leave.

We continue to reuse the expertise year-after-year to 
train new workers and bring them up to speed by digital-
ly mentoring them with the digital expertise left behind 
by the man or woman who retired two years ago. It’s a 
phenomenal thing in good times, and I think in the era 
of lockdowns and social distancing, it’s just a Godsend, 

because it makes people so much more productive again. 
And in the future, this can dramatically increase the value 
of both older and newer workers, and be at the heart of 
increasing the value of entire supply chains. 

In the long-term post-pandemic, what role will AR play?

AR is a way to capture human expertise either in the 
moment, because it’s collaboration, or in advance be-
cause we published it or captured it and then replay 
that information in the physical world and decorate the 
physical world with the information …. Sort of like how 
stoplights decorate an intersection. As you drive up to 
that intersection, you have to see a lot of information. 
AR is doing that but it’s doing that digitally rather than 
with steel and electrical wires and light bulbs. 

CEOs can see that this experiment, this pandemic 
crisis, is going to accelerate digital transformation ef-
forts. My advice to CEOs is come up with a vision that 
includes the frontline workers, because to a certain 
degree we’ve left them behind, and frontline workers, 
representing 75% of workers, have tremendous value 
in driving our companies and economy forward. 

James (Jim) Heppelmann is the 
President and Chief Executive 
Officer of PTC, responsible for 
driving the company’s global 
business strategy and opera-
tions. During Mr. Heppelmann’s 
leadership tenure, PTC has as-
sembled the industry’s leading 
industrial innovation platform 

and field-proven solutions and services that enable compa-
nies to design, manufacture, operate and service things for a 
smart, connected world. 

Mr. Heppelmann has emerged as a driver and thought-lead-
er in industrial innovation. Together with Harvard Professor 
Michael E. Porter, he has co-authored three highly influential 
articles regarding the transformational impact of the Internet 
of Things and Augmented Reality on business.

Jim Heppelmann 								               CEO PTC
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Robert R. Redfield, MD					             Director CDC	

The CEO Forum Group has 
selected Robert R. Redfield, 
MD, and the CDC for the 
2020 Transformative CEO 

Award in Leadership in the category of Pub-
lic Health for their unparalleled focus to combat 
COVID-19 and maintain the health and safety of 
our nation.
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Editor’s Note: This interview was conducted June 17, 2020 before 
the surge in COVID-19 cases in the United States South and West.

Robert Reiss: These are very interesting times and very 
challenging times. Let’s start off, what does the CDC 
do, and what is your philosophy as the director?

Robert Redfield: Our job, if you put it in a nutshell, is 
to keep America safe 24/7 using science and data, and to 
translate that into meaningful public health action and 
policy. Those are the fundamentals for what this agency 
is all about -- how to detect, respond and prevent public 

In March, CDC staff deployed to California to support the Grand Princess disinfection and quarantine and to conduct environmental assessments.
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health challenges and how to develop a strategic plan 
to, in a stepwise fashion, improve the public health of 
our nation.

Why does it seem that the African-American com-
munity has a higher mortality rate from COVID-19? 

An increased risk and health disparity that we’re see-
ing, particularly in Native Americans, African-Ameri-
cans and Hispanics in different jurisdictions …. we’re 
working hard to understand the independent factors, 
but I think up front, it’s the chronic embedded health 
disparities that we have in this country. We do need to 
more effectively address these in terms of the medical 
comorbidities that this virus exploits, for example di-
abetes, hypertension, obesity, kidney disease. 

I think when it’s all said and done, we’re going to see 
it’s that disparity and those healthcare outcomes that 
then led to the amplification of poor outcomes within 
the African-American community. 

There are also social factors that put vulnerable indi-
viduals at greater risk. Some types of employees are 
less likely to be given the opportunity to telework. 
Some individuals have housing conditions that are 
more difficult to not co-congregate. Some individuals 
really don’t have the luxury to drive their own vehicle 
to and from work and have to use mass transit.

I do want to tell you that I speak with leaders like 
Dr. Corwin from NewYork-Presbyterian. He said he 
was at 5% close to capacity and the work was heroic 
by everyone. So, I seriously commend you on that. 
Here’s what I want to know. Can COVID-19 last on 
plastics, on metals, on food or on animals like dogs? 

It’s important to recognize the major mode of trans-
mission of this virus, human-to-human, is through 
what we call droplets, and that’s why distancing has 
a big role. This virus has a difficult time traveling ef-
fectively in a droplet as it gets to around six feet, and 
that’s why the six-feet distance. 

It’s true that this virus, when it’s dropped onto a sur-
face, can survive on that surface, and on different 

surfaces it has a different, what we call half-life; card-
board versus wood versus steel. That half-life is depen-
dent upon the environment. For example, is it a cold 
environment? Is a moist environment? Is it a sunny 
environment with UV light?

You can have the differences from say, a virus on a steel 
surface that would stay viable for four hours on a cold 
dark surface, and yet if it was in sunlight with UV light, 
it would last five to seven minutes. That’s why wash-
ing your hands, not touching your face, using disin-
fectants are critical. I do believe there was probably a 

greater contribution to transmission in metropolitan 
areas like New York, for example, from mass transit 
and subways due to surface transmission. 

Were there any “aha’s,” anything that people don’t 
know that they should be doing, and you are saying, 
“I wish people knew this?”

Well, I think the most important “aha,” Robert, was 
that, unlike flu -- and this is what was disappointing for 
me personally and not being able to have an invitation 
when I requested it to go into work with our colleagues 
at the Chinese CDC back in January—the big “aha” was 
that this virus is being transmitted by people who have 
no symptoms at all. Normally, we can say if you’re sick, 
stay home. And that will work pretty well for flu, and I do 
believe the early thoughts in this outbreak back in Janu-
ary and February was that this was driven by what we call 
symptomatic transmission.

The reality is science and the data now say that actually, 
there’s quite a bit of asymptomatic transmission or even 

“When it’s all said and done, we’re 
going to see it’s that disparity and 
those healthcare outcomes that 
then led to the amplification of 

poor outcomes within the 
African-American community.” 

Robert R. Redfield, MD								              
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Director, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention CDC

if you do get symptoms, what we call 
pre-symptomatic transmission before 
you even show signs of being sick. 

There’s controversy regarding the 
World Health Organization and 
its comments on asymptomat-
ic spread of COVID-19. What’s 
your take on that?

I think that they were not correct, and the WHO has 
since clarified those comments. You can see as a trans-
mission factor, if I’m symptomatic and sick and then 
stay home, I’m probably less of a transmission threat 
than if I’m asymptomatic and have no idea that I’m in-
fected. We believe the asymptomatic transmission is a 
critical, critical factor in driving this outbreak.

How do we really stop this? Is there any way? You’ve 
spent your whole career in this. You’ve done won-
ders, I remember, with AIDS, for example. What is 
the potential?

I have no question that we’re going to get through this, 
and we’ll leave this chapter of the coronavirus behind 
us. A couple of things I want to say: first and foremost, 
we’re not defenseless. We’ve had a powerful weapon 
from the beginning and that’s what we talked about a 
little earlier, and that’s the weapon of social distancing. 
This virus has a huge weakness, a huge Achilles heel. 
It has to go from an infected human to a non-infected 
human, and the reality is, it’s threatened by distance. 
It really has a hard time effectively traversing anything 
over six feet.

Secondly, we have another weapon. We can interfere 
with its ability to travel through droplets from one 
person to another by basically having a mask; this re-
duces it dramatically.

I don’t have an N95 mask, so does that mean I’m 
likely to get it?

No. A home-made face covering like my wife made for 
me will reduce the number of particles. The N95 is at 
the standard that we believe you can go right up into 

the face as a healthcare professional 
and take care of a highly infectious 
person and not have risk of infec-
tion. But a face mask will reduce 
your risk of transmission substan-
tially. That’s the issue of it. I’m wear-
ing a face covering in case I’m infect-
ed and I don’t know it, so that if I 

speak people closer than six feet around me will not get 
infected. It’s highly effective. And you know what else is 
highly effective? Washing your hands, highly effective.

We have powerful tools. Ultimately, where we’re go-
ing to put this behind us is with the development of 
biological counter-measures for a vaccine that is able 
to provide protection against infection. We’re also 
seeing an acceleration of therapeutics that are being 
developed. You probably heard they announced that 
the use of a pretty common steroid in individuals that 
were on oxygen or in the ICU, the simple use of that 
steroid had a marked impact on improving mortality.

What is the potential for a vaccine within, say, a 
year from now? Does that seem likely from your es-
timation? 

It’s another sign of some of the decisive leadership that 
the President has taken. If you had asked me in Feb-
ruary I would have told you it’s highly unlikely that we 
would have a vaccine until the end of Year 2 or begin-
ning of Year 3 of confronting this. Now if you ask me, 
I think it is highly likely that we could have a vaccine 
deployed this fall. It won’t be deployed to everybody …. 
But will have a series of vaccines that will be available 
and prioritized for the vulnerable and first responders.

And it’s my anticipation that between the fall and let’s 
say January, February, March, that we will have vac-
cines deployed for the American public and hopefully 
be able to make them available for the rest of the world.

Let’s talk about CEOs. What advice do you have to 
CEOs about opening up, about running their business? 

Well first, I would say that it’s time to reopen our econ-
omy. I think we have to have confidence in what we now 

“The big “aha” was 
that this virus is being 

transmitted by people 
who have no 

symptoms at all.” 
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know. You have to go back and realize in January, Feb-
ruary, March, there was a lot that we did not know and 
there was a lot of information that may not have been 
correct. Particularly when you look at the mortality rate, 
for example, among the Chinese epidemic in Wuhan. 
We now know that for individuals that are otherwise 
healthy, under the age of 50, this virus is pretty benign. 

The real challenge is with an individual with chronic 
medical conditions—particularly diabetes, hyperten-
sion, kidney disease, obesity—this virus can really be 
quite severe and cause mortality. CEOs should know 
their workforce. Obviously right now, individuals that 
are high risk for mortality and morbidity need to be 
handled in a different way than those individuals that 
are otherwise young and healthy.

Secondly, depending on what’s happening to the epi-
demic at the time, the CEOs need to understand what’s 
going on with coronavirus transmission in their area, 

and the CDC has worked hard so that we will be having 
what we call forward-facing down to the county level, zip 
code level, so people are going to be able to see the activi-
ty of coronavirus across this nation. Not just like you see 
on the news where you see a whole state light up red. For 
example, you’ll be able to go down and see these are the 
three counties where we’re having a problem right now.

They need to utilize that information in terms of really 
being more vigilant in social distancing, face coverings, 
and handwashing. I think it’s really important not to be 
paralyzed about bringing business back and getting back 
in a smart way. Again, some things have changed and will 
need to change. The favorite activity of going to the lunch 
buffet or going to the lunch room and having 20 people 
sit together independent of knowing who may be vulner-
able. Those type of things will need to be modified.

The other thing that I would like to stress to the CEOs 
and something really concrete that they can do …. 

While in the field, dressed in a full complement of personal protective equipment (PPE), this epidemiologist was implementing a rapid diagnostic test, which 
was used during the Ebola response, to quickly test for the presence of the Ebola virus.

Robert R. Redfield, MD								              
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CEOs can have an enormous impact. And we do it ev-
ery year. It’s the flu vaccine. Sadly, more than half of 
Americans do not get the flu vaccine. To put in per-
spective, in the last decade, 360,000 people died of the 
flu. That’s a lot of people. 

We want people to really, really encourage embracing 
the flu vaccine with confidence this year because in 
October, November, December, we’re going to have 
COVID-19 again, but unfortunately this time, we’re 
going to have flu at the same time.

The more we can prevent flu from causing hospital-
izations and the more we can prevent people with flu 
from filling up our ICUs, the more probability that 
there is going to be a hospital bed and an ICU bed for 
individuals with COVID-19. 

This is really one of my big pushes right now and again, 
the private sector and the CEOs can play a real im-
portant role by setting the example that -- I’ve talked 
to many people and said they never got a flu vaccine. 
Well, I’m going to tell you, this is the year to really have 
very proactive flu vaccine programs in September and 
October.

Any last words about your leadership philosophy?

Never underestimate the possible. Don’t sell our-
selves short. Think big. Recognize the things that 
have plagued this nation forever, like health inequity, 
health disparities; don’t buy into the idea that there 
isn’t a lot we can do …. Ending the AIDS epidemic in 
America … it’s possible. Getting coronavirus behind 
us in the next 12 to 24 months, it’s possible … Impact-
ing health equity and health disparity in this nation, 
it’s possible.

“It’s all driven by the enormous capacity of the private 
sector to innovate,” Director Redfield said. “Never un-
derestimate it.”

On that inspirational note, everyone, listen, it’s all 
about innovation. Make sure people get flu shots 
and I want to leave you with a fun personal some-
thing. Everyone knows the seriousness and the in-

tense job that Dr. Redfield has to do, but not many 
of you knew that he actually is a great singer. So, 
here’s what I suggest: we need some joy in our life. 
I’m not going to ask you, Robert, to sing, so here’s 
the thing. Everyone … wash your hands, and also 
sing because we need some joy in America.

Robert R. Redfield, M.D.
Director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
CDC

Robert R. Redfield, M.D. became director of the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention and administrator of the Agency 
for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry in March 2018. He 
has focused the agency on three strategic priorities: Ending ep-
idemics, eliminating diseases, and enhancing global security 
and eliminating health threats.

Dr. Redfield has spearheaded CDC’s response to the novel coro-
navirus emerging from China; Ebola outbreak in the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo; the outbreak of e-cigarette, or 
vaping, and associated lung injury; and the final push to erad-
icate polio worldwide. He has made it a priority to resolve the 
crisis of our time – the ongoing opioid overdose epidemic.

A leading HIV/AIDS researcher and clinician, Dr. Redfield is ac-
tively engaged in the implementation of the President’s initia-
tive ending the HIV Epidemic: A Plan for America.

Dr. Redfield is a globally recognized infectious disease special-
ist. Prior to CDC, he served as chief of infectious diseases and 
vice chair of medicine at the University of Maryland School of 
Medicine. 

   
Director, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention CDC
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What Lies Ahead for Leaders Building, Protecting Corporate Reputation

By Chris Durlak, Partner, Purple Strategies 

Change is constant. Stakeholders including consum-
ers, the public, policymakers and investors are de-
manding more from corporations than ever before. 
From Black Lives Matter to immigration to climate 
change, the public expects corporations to play a role 
in advancing more than just their business. 

The result? Corporate reputation now matters 

more than ever. Reputation now impacts company 
financial evaluations, how long an employee stays 
at a company and how much political or regulatory 
pressure the company may face. Our firm, Purple 
Strategies, a corporate reputation and communica-
tions firm, has found that over the last decade, com-
panies have made huge strides in managing these 
opportunities and challenges. 

Expert Advice

Futurecasting™ Insights Unveiled For 
America’s CEO
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Our clients often ask us, “What comes next?” To 
answer that question, we talked to some of the top 
corporate reputation leaders at some of the most 
high-profile companies in the world.

We call this research “Futurecasting™.” 

For Futurecasting™, we conducted interviews anon-
ymously to allow corporate leaders to speak free-
ly and provide the unvarnished truth. From these 
interviews we’ve developed 12 actionable insights 
from which all business, communications and pub-
lic affairs leaders could benefit.

Here are the top three Futurecasting™ insights that 
are keeping top executives up at night: 

1)	The call is coming from inside the house. There 
is a fundamental change occurring with every com-
pany’s most fundamental stakeholder group, em-
ployees. Corporate leaders used to be able to just 
count on employees to be advocates and loyal foot 
soldiers. That’s no longer the case as companies are 
discovering that employees can not only lapse in ad-
vocacy but become vocal external critics. 

At Purple, we often refer to the power an individual 
critic has with $100 and a Facebook account to do 
millions of dollars of damage to a company’s rep-
utation. But this also applies to your employees. 
Platforms like Glassdoor empower employees to air 
once-private criticisms anonymously to the entire 
world. 
 
A mindset shift needs to occur internally to treat 
employees as both internal and external stakehold-
ers. That shift means utilizing insights in the same 
fashion you would for external stakeholders in-
cluding regularly measuring reputation attributes, 
content and message testing, and incorporating in-
terviews and focus groups. The same shift needs to 
occur with activation. Running multi-channel com-
munications campaigns, including paid media, to 
employees and not just relying on internal channels 
is critical. 

FUTURECASTING INSIGHTS

1. Purpose is no longer differentiating.

2. Deselection by investors and current/prospec-
tive employees is the fastest growing driver of 
corporate behavior.

3. The call is coming from inside the house.

4. Reputation is often viewed as something that 
happens to you, not something you can actively 
shape. 

5. Communications and public affairs leaders 
do a disservice when short-handing corporate 
reputation as CSR or philanthropy.

6. Corporate structures designed over a hun-
dred years ago are huge barriers to effective 
reputation management.

7. If you’re thinking about your reputation as a 
score, you’re doing it wrong.

8. Someone is already telling your story. The 
question is whether you will.

9. Fear of any public criticism causes corporate 
paralysis for any meaningful action.

10. It’s no longer a choice to separate executive 
reputation from corporate reputation.

11. The rise of populist governments has made it 
critical for companies to demonstrate alignment 
with national interests.

12. Reputation is today’s employee pension.
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Expert Advice

Chris Durlak is a Partner at 
Purple Strategies. Chris is a 
veteran corporate Reputation 
Strategist, having developed 
and managed high-profile 
campaigns for Fortune 500 
companies around the world.

At Purple, Chris’s work includes brand building, public af-
fairs, crisis and reputation management campaigns for 
well-known brands in the energy, consumer packaged 
goods, entertainment, gaming and health care sectors. 
Chris has developed strategies and managed communica-
tions campaigns around the world including in Brazil, Chi-
na, Singapore, France, India, the Philippines, and the United 
Kingdom.

2)	Corporate structures designed over a hundred 
years ago are huge barriers to effective reputation 
management. You’re not old (probably). But the 
corporate structure you operate within is likely 
very old. The corporate structures we know today 
started to come into existence in the early 20th 
century. Things like communications and PR were 
viewed as more nuisance and something required 
rather than desired. Most companies are not de-
signed to be as proactive and responsive as today’s 
fast-moving world requires. Critics can pummel 
the company overnight, while corporate leaders 
spend time trying to gather the right team to make 
decisions. 

While the importance of communications and pub-
lic affairs has risen, the old mentality that ‘you don’t 
use it till you need it’ or that certain challenges ‘are 
just PR problems’ is still prevalent across the corpo-
rate world. There’s an inherent assumption in many 
companies that business needs and reputation needs 
are separate. Often business leaders keep communi-
cations and public affairs leaders out of key business 
planning and decision-making. Likewise, we see 
communications and public affairs leaders devel-
op reputation strategies and campaigns absent the 
needs of the business. 

There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to updating 
your corporate structure. However, forward-look-
ing companies are now integrating business deci-
sion-making with reputation. The actions a business 
takes are by far a bigger driver of corporate reputa-
tion than any glossy advertising campaign you can 

create. This isn’t to say that reputation will always 
override business decisions. The point is we must 
view business and reputation holistically when mak-
ing decisions. 

3)	It’s no longer a choice to separate executive rep-
utation from corporate reputation. Since the begin-
ning we’ve always had well-known CEOs. Rockefel-
ler, Carnegie and Ford have been replaced by Bezos, 
Buffett and Gates. What’s new is the conflation of 
a CEO’s personal reputation with the company’s 
overall reputation. Some CEOs, especially founder 
CEOs, relish this. But the vast majority do not. Crit-
ics have recognized they can have much more success 
by attacking and prescribing motives to the person 
rather than the company. 

Whether the CEO wants it or not, their reputation 
is inextricably linked to the company’s. The CEO’s 
reputation now needs to be managed like a politi-
cian with an always-on approach that balances the 
issue of the day with the long-term priorities of the 
business. And just like in a political campaign the 
CEO’s voice needs to be orchestrated with other 
relevant voices like the entire executive manage-
ment team. 

Learn more from our Futurecasting™ insights at 
futurecasting.purplestrategies.com.

“While the importance of 
communications and public affairs 

has risen, the old mentality that 
‘you don’t use it till you need it’ 

or that certain challenges ‘are 
just PR problems’ is still prevalent 

across the corporate world.” 
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By Victoria Pelletier,  IBM Services VP and Senior Partner, 
Americas Talent & Transformation Leader

Building a diverse and inclusive organization has long 
been a business imperative. The time for enterprise 
leaders to truly address systemic bias is NOW.

I could fill this article with statistic after statistic bear-
ing out the reality that systemic racism, sexism and all 
forms of marginalization remain persistent and per-
vasive. From the miniscule number of female CEOs 
to the paltry percentages of Blacks and Hispanics em-
ployed in executive or board positions to the minority 
of adults with disabilities who are even employed at 
all.  I’d rather focus on the positive data – that which 
demonstrates how organizations with diverse lead-
ership perform more productively, are more innova-
tive, and perform better financially. Organizations 
with meaningful Diversity, Equity & Inclusion (D&I) 

strategies are 33% more likely to generate higher than 
average profits, are 70% more likely to capture new 
markets, demonstrate a 19% increase in revenue gen-
eration driven from innovation, and can point to a 
5-6% increase in overall on-the-job effort and in em-
ployees’ intent to stay with the organization.

Clearly, with those data points, you would agree that 
there is no disputing the positive impact of diversity 
within an organization. From the mailroom to the 
C-suite, diversity leads to enhanced creativity and 
innovation. Diversity in the boardroom is often the 
catalyst of deeper profits. When a variety of perspec-
tives and life experiences are tapped to inform future 
opportunities and challenges, good things are bound 
to happen.

Expert Advice

Turn your Enterprise Diversity & Inclusion 
Objectives into Strategies that Deliver 

Measurable Outcomes
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You can recruit a diverse team every day; however, if 
your business isn’t built for inclusivity, conflict may 
ensue. Transformational leaders must focus on re-
placing exclusive structures with inclusive ones.

Transformational leadership is essential if diversity is 
to propel an organization forward. While definitions 
of transformational leadership can vary greatly, I be-
lieve that transformational leaders tend to be those 
who inspire their teams, set clear goals and objectives, 
and effectively hold all accountable to the goals and 
objectives. Transformational leaders excel at harness-
ing diversity through conversation, team building, 
and conflict resolution. A transformational leader 
constantly articulates the goals and objectives in a per-
sonal and persuasive manner, helping individuals with 
diverse experience and perspectives see how everyone 
contributes to the mission of the whole. Instead of 
shaming those who are not yet on board with inclu-
sive practices, the transformational leader teaches and 
models the attitudes and interactions she desires from 
her team. 

Every great organization is successful when the gifts, 
energies, and experiences of a diverse team share an 
aspirational direction or outcome. Diversity means 
nothing if the conditions within the organization are 
toxic to new ideas and faces. Transformative leaders 
understand that movement toward inclusivity is not 
a laissez-faire initiative. Instead, leaders must lead by 
creating the conditions that will harness the energy 
and outcomes that diversity affords the organization.

At IBM, the corporate D&I strategy is both aspira-
tional and inspirational. We believe that employees 
thrive in an inclusive community that encourages ev-
ery stakeholder to bring “their full self ” to the work-
place. When I partner with and advise CHRO clients 
across the Western Hemisphere on D&I strategies, I 
stress that if their organizations are truly in the game 
for the long-term, robust and measurable D&I strate-
gies are essential.

So how do you go about creating a D&I strategy? For 
starters – and I cannot emphasize this enough – don’t 
try to craft a strategy on your own. While you may be 

passionate about D&I, you may not be an expert. 
Assuming you have experts or are willing to hire ex-
perts, the next task is to understand your company’s 
D&I ethos. While outside evaluations always create 
anxiety with businesses, outside evaluations remove 
bias.

Now it’s time to shift toward an aspirational state-
ment: what do you aspire to become or achieve. Make 
sure your D&I vision is a memorable and repeatable 
statement. “We strive to welcome and value all” is far 
more effective than two paragraphs of text that reads 
like an operator’s instruction manual. If your team 
can easily articulate your D&I statement, you’ve done 
your job. A great statement leads to measurable goals 
and objectives. Set realistic and achievable targets to 
ensure your enterprise is set up for success. 

Keep these three keys to building successful D&I 
strategies front and center: they must be supported by 
the entire organization, be measurable over time, and 
be embedded in existing processes.

Now is the time for you to become a diverse, equitable 
and inclusive enterprise. Act with intention. The ben-
efits are clear. Workplaces and society can be better. 
And your stated corporate values must become reality 
through robust strategies that drive meaningful out-
comes.

Not to mention, it’s quite simply the right thing to do.

Victoria leads IBM Services’ 
Talent and Transformation 
Americas practice and is a 
senior executive with more 
than two decades of progres-
sive experience in strategy, 
operations, growth initia-
tives and business develop-

ment. She is a visionary leader with a passion for inno-
vation and regularly partners with CHROs, senior HR/
recruiting/training/learning executives, and other CxOs 
on transformational initiatives impacting enterprises’ 
talent development.
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Michael Houston

Grey’s sweeping roof terrace in the heart of 
New York’s Flatiron District.
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						                                  Worldwide CEO Grey Group

Robert Reiss: You became CEO on the very day, 
August 1, 2017, that Grey Group celebrated its 100th 
anniversary. What was that day like?

Michael Houston: Well, first of all, it was an incredible 
day because any agency or any company that makes it to 
100 years … that is a really impressive feat for that or-
ganization. For me, I’m not going to lie, there is a lot of 
pressure because I am only the fifth CEO Grey has had 
over these 100 years, and I became CEO at a time when 
the agency was undergoing quite a bit of transformation 
and disruption. The industry was undergoing quite a bit 
of disruption and so the pressure of figuring out how to 
take a storied, reputable, highly successful organization 
and take that company into the future, there’s a lot of 
pressure. But it was exciting. I actually loved it.

You were pretty young, perhaps the youngest in 
Grey’s history, I believe only 46. What were your 
first steps as CEO?

The steps were actually pretty well-defined by the time 
we reached the hundredth anniversary. I had a pretty 
clear vision as to what I thought I wanted to do with the 
organization, and the first thing, which is something 
that we tell a lot of our clients, is when you’re looking 
at your brand don’t throw out the history. So that was 
the first thing that we wanted to make sure.

A lot of times in the agency business, it’s like the cob-
bler’s children. We think about ourselves and how to 
apply our own knowledge last, but it was extremely 
important at the hundredth anniversary to really think 
about how we would advise a client in terms of manag-
ing their brand and positioning it for the future. So in 
terms of bringing it back to the past in order to lever-
age it for the future, what we knew was that we had this 
amazing reputation and history of being an extremely 
strategic-founded organization. I actually broke the 
entire history of the agency down into a few different 
components and explained that to my colleagues and 
then talked about what we needed to do in the future.
 
The first component was, how do you create a sus-
tainable business model? Our organization, Grey, 
was founded by a 17-year-old man with $100 that he 

had borrowed from his mother to start an agency. So 
I guess I probably wasn’t the youngest CEO, but since 
then I may have been the youngest CEO. So the first 
thing was starting with a sustainable business model 
and achieving that feat, and that’s what our founding 
years were about. It was this real entrepreneurial spir-
it disrupting the industry at that time. There weren’t 
any major advertising organizations that were led by 
young Jewish men. So that was this amazing feat that 
our founders completed.  

The second phase was really about turning the organi-
zation into a global model. So we began to grow with 
our largest client, Procter & Gamble. As they began to 
expand their organization around the globe, we started 
creating agencies in the markets that were important to 
them. That’s different from a lot of advertising agencies 
that have grown by acquisition, and Grey really grew on 
the heels of what their client needs were. 

The next phase of our history was really about infusing 
creativity into everything that we did. As I mentioned, we 
had been known as a strategic organization, but we hadn’t 
always been known as the most creative organization. 

When Jim Heekin joined the organization as the CEO 
in 2005, he brought in a team of people, myself includ-
ed, who wanted to turn the ship around and redefine 
what Grey meant in today’s world. That’s when we 
planted this flag of creativity; we established our global 

The CEO Forum 
Group has selected 
Michael Houston and 
Grey Group for the 

2020 Transformative CEO Award in 
Leadership in the category of Advertising. 
This was bestowed for the concept of quiet 
leadership featuring an innovation model 
built on diversity of thought, and fostering 
an environment of true creativity.

2020
Transformative
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mantra of Famously Effective Since 1917, and we real-
ly began to focus all of our work on delivering on Fa-
mously Effective, the strategic side, as well as the cre-
ative side. 

So those were the phases that led us up to the cen-
tennial. And when I took the stage on August 1, 2017 
and had to talk about what we were going to do in the 
future, I said we’re going to look at everything that 
we’ve done in the past, and we’re going to reframe it. 
So what does it mean to have a sustainable business 
model? What does it mean to be global today? What’s 
the real benefit of a global organization? What is cre-
ativity? How are we going to open the aperture on 
creativity and the definition of creativity? 

And if it took us a hundred years to do those three 
phases previously, it’s going to have to take us five 
years to redefine them in the future, because as we 
know everything is moving so much faster today.

How has the pandemic affected Grey?

Like all global businesses, we’ve had our challeng-
es. Advertising is very much a collaborative creative 
process. So we’ve been really awestruck at how ef-
fectively our people have delivered for our clients 
working remotely, thanks to technology. We have 
a deep commitment to using our creativity for the 
common good, and we’ve done that for the UN’s 
WHO, P&G and other clients to fight COVID.

So let’s look at the word “creativity.” Everyone is 
talking about innovation. What is your definition 
of what creativity is, and how did you reframe that 
at Grey Group?

Grey celebrates Black History Month.

Nigel Travis

“When you’re looking at 
your brand don’t 

throw out the history.” 

Michael Houston
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“There is a lot of pressure because 
I am only the fifth CEO Grey has had 
over these 100 years, and I became 

CEO at a time when the agency 
was undergoing quite a bit of 

transformation and disruption.” 

Such a great question because particularly in our in-
dustry, the word “creativity” is bandied about very 
loosely and I think it’s important to step back and re-
ally define for ourselves what we mean by creativity. 
So for us, creativity is taking two or more things that 
have previously never been together and putting them 
together.

That is exactly how we define creativity. Then, in order 
for it to have some sort of resonance with people, it’s 
important to really understand cultural factors that 
can impact the combination of those two things com-
ing together. So for us it’s about understanding what’s 
happening in culture, putting two or more things to-
gether that have previously never been together, and 
putting something into the world that is surprising, 
quite frankly.

So what is the connection between being creative 
and delivering the results in an effective way?

It’s important to clarify that it’s not creativity simply 
for creativity’s sake or art for art’s sake. It’s applied 
creativity to solve problems. Our mission is to use 
creativity to solve our cli-
ents’ business problems, 
and that’s what we’ve been 
doing for clients such as 
Procter, as well as all of the 
clients that we have around 
the globe today. What’s key 
to this is really helping, not 
only clients understand, 
but our own internal orga-
nization understand that what is at the heart of cre-
ativity is diversity of thinking, and you can’t put unlike 
objects together unless there’s diverse thinking.

And in diverse thinking you’re not just talking 
about diverse on the outside, you’re talking on the 
inside.

Absolutely. Of course, it’s the perspective that people 
bring to it. It’s the different cultures that are influ-
encing ideas. It’s understanding that the client has a 
perspective, and that we have a different perspective, 

and that diversity—when those things come together 
—that’s equally as important. 

What’s most interesting about this to me, and I think 
one of the reasons that we have such strong relation-
ships with our clients, is that most organizations ar-
en’t built to deliver diverse populations and diverse 
thinking. I think that most organizations and many 
cultures are rewarded for thinking the same way, and 
I believe that most of the organizations that are at the 
forefront today of technology and of disrupting indus-
tries are those companies that have created cultures 
that are rewarded for divergent thinking.

Let’s talk about your concept of quiet leadership.

I’ve often said that I don’t want to be the CEO of any 
type of organization, I only want to be the CEO of a 
creative organization, and creative organizations are 
very delicate organizations in many ways. And what 
I mean by that is creativity is, as we’ve discussed, put-
ting two or more things together that haven’t been put 
together in the past. That requires courage, it requires 
bravery. It requires an environment where people 

feel safe to have a different 
point of view than others in 
the room. In fact, we have 
to reward people for hav-
ing different perspectives 
than others in the room. 

So the concept of quiet 
leadership really comes 
into play, because if as an 

organization we have leaders who are constantly tell-
ing people how to do things, if we are overly harsh on 
surveillance, if we reprimand people for not doing 
things the way we would have done them, we’re not 
creating and fostering an environment of creativity. 

So if we want creativity, and that’s what I’m in the busi-
ness of, we absolutely have to understand that at cer-
tain points we need to step back and allow people to do 
what they need to do. They need to feel free to take the 
risks that they need to take. They need to understand 
that when they fail, that’s okay. It’s all part of the scien-
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tific and creative process. We have to get back on it and 
we have to fail quickly. So I’m not advocating tons of 
failures, but what I am advocating is not telling people 
that in their bravery to experiment, that if it doesn’t go 
exactly as planned, that that was a mistake. It was all 
part of the creative process.

And it sounds like the more you enable that envi-
ronment, the more creativity, the more innovation 
is going to occur; hence, the better outcomes …. 
and that starts with the diversity of thinking and an 
acceptance of failure.

That’s absolutely right. In fact, some of my col-
leagues and I have done a lot of studying of creativ-
ity and looked at children to understand at what 
point children become less creative and where that 
creative spark begins to fade a little bit. In looking 
at those things and identifying those things, we’ve 
then created and tried to create an environment 
within our agency where we don’t allow those cre-
ativity killers to live.

What advice do you have to CEOs on how they 
could build innovation into the fabric of their own 
organization?

That’s a great question. I think that, at its most simple 
form, the way toward innovation is not to force the in-
novation. Instead, it’s about creating the environment 
where innovation can live. Where it can breathe, it 
becomes an organism and a process unto itself versus 
simply the output.

Any advice on how a CEO can build that environ-
ment?

I think the secret behind it is really bringing in as 
many diverse points of view as one can stomach. 
Again, when you bring in those points of view and 
all that diversity, there’s a collision. There are going 
to be sparks, there are going to be arguments, there 
are going to be failures, there are going to be heated 
tempers. If you don’t like that and you don’t enjoy 
that, then I would argue that perhaps innovation is 
not for you.

And I guess that all ties into your idea that creativ-
ity emerges from two disparate pieces coming to-
gether.

Exactly right.

Let’s talk about what was in your upbringing that 
led you to the path of becoming CEO of Grey 
Group.

My first job in advertising was the product of a letter 
that I had written, a very impassioned letter that I had 
written Jay Chiat. In the ’80s his agency, Chiat/Day at 
the time, was at the absolute pinnacle of creativity, and 
I knew that I wanted to be in the center of that. The 
reason I wrote him this letter is because I was actually 
studying advertising in a journalism school, and the 
curriculum was not a curriculum that I agreed with.
 
In particular, what I didn’t agree with is that someone 
had to relegate himself to a certain department -- that 
either I was going to be a suit, or I was going to be a 
creative. I said ‘hang on a second, what about the strat-
egy?’ What about the production that brings this thing 
to life? How come a suit can’t have a creative thought? 
How come a creative person can’t be business-orient-
ed? So I wrote him this letter, and Jay called me back 
and said, “You’ve asked me a lot of questions and un-
fortunately I can’t answer them all for you, but fortu-
nately I can give you the environment where you can 
answer them for yourself.”

Love it!

And so I got my first job, and I worked on a single ac-
count and worked in every single department on that 
account. Coming out of that, I decided that I proba-
bly did need to focus a little bit, and I then moved into 
an account management track, but eventually found 
what I think was my calling in business development. 
And the reason that I loved business development and 
spent almost 20 years doing pitches, pitch after pitch 
after pitch, was because I got to experience and touch 
all aspects of the business -- the creative, the business, 
the planning, and I did that in extremely truncated 
timeframes. 

Michael Houston



www.theceoforumgroup.com   The CEO Forum   53   

“For us, creativity is taking two or 
more things that have previously 

never been together and 
putting them together.” 

The beauty of a pitch situation is you have no time to 
come up with the answer, and the entire agency needs 
to come together very quickly, rally around a strategy 
and a point of view and blow everything out as quickly 
as possible. 

So yes, I like to touch every aspect of the business. Per-
haps my colleagues don’t like it because many times 
I am the strategist or the lead account person or the 
creative on the business, but I also invite them to play 
those roles as well.

What’s the future of Grey Group?

First and foremost, I would say that it’s extremely 
bright, and the reason I believe that is because we’ve 
got an amazing global team that has come together 
and believes in a vision where creativity will still have 
extreme power to move people. 

For as many changes and disruptions that exist in 
the world, there’s actually a fundamental thread 
in what we do in connecting to consumers. People 
still value storytelling. People still have emotions 
and want to be moved. People still love the spark to 
creativity when they’ve seen things that they hadn’t 
seen before, and that’s what our business is and 
has always been about. Yes, technology will change 
things. There will be new media outlets. There are 
going to be tons of things that will change, but the 
fundamental of the business in terms of using cre-
ativity to move people and drive business for our cli-
ents, that will never change.

And there you have it. A pleasure having you, Mi-
chael, on The CEO Show.

Great to be here. Thank you.

Michael Houston
Worldwide Chief Executive Officer, Grey Group

In 2017, Michael Houston became only the fifth Chief Executive 
Officer of Grey Group in its 103-year history. Michael joined 
Grey in 2007 and helped win over $2 billion of new client mar-
keting investment on the way to three “Agency of the Year” 
accolades. He was named MD of Grey New York in 2011, COO 
in 2012, CEO for North America in 2013, becoming Global Presi-
dent of Grey in 2016. 

Michael has worked in numerous aspects of the advertising 
business, including accounts, strategy, business development, 
and corporate communications. In addition to founding a 
brand consultancy in the 1990s, he’s held prominent leader-
ship positions at KB+P, Landor, and Y&R. Michael was named to 
Crain’s “40 under 40” list in 2012 and the 4A’s list of “100 People 
Who Make Advertising Great” in 2017. 

He serves on the board of Concern Worldwide, a global hu-
manitarian group dedicated to tackling poverty. 
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By Cindi Bigelow, President & CEO, Bigelow Tea

The more years I sit in the seat of CEO for Bigelow Tea, 
the more I have become aware that the value of this po-
sition is so much more than just overseeing the busi-
ness.  I have come to understand that all of our roles 
as leaders go far beyond the products or service which 
we provide. We all have the incredible opportunity to 
make a difference in so many ways. 

Our influence is significant with our ability to impact 
the experience of our employees, the environment and 

the communities around us. We need to recognize this 
fact and use these opportunities that we have been giv-
en wisely. We must acknowledge how fortunate we are 
to have the privilege of making a lasting positive im-
pact on our surroundings.  

As my awareness has increased, I have worked hard 
to ensure that all those around me also understand 
their ability to affect positive change in their envi-
ronment. Therefore, it is important that we both 

Use Your Influence as CEO 
for the Greater Good

CEO Insight
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talk about and reflect on how to use 
this influence in the best way possible. 
For me, I constantly challenge myself 
and ask those around me to do the 
same. How can I, or how can we, har-
ness the power of the team to make an 
even greater positive impact?

Inevitably, the power of working to-
gether has a compounding effect, cre-
ating an even greater outcome. More 
importantly however, I have witnessed 
how much it enriches the lives of those 
who choose to get involved in bringing 
positive change to their community. It 
perpetuates the cycle of good and builds 
a culture dedicated to giving back and 
getting involved. I have found it to be 
so enriching to encourage those that I 
work with to join me in making an im-
pact in the world around us. 

When we endeavor to make a difference 
in our world, we create concentric rings 
of positive change, stretching out much 
further than we might have ever con-
ceived. With each person we inspire to 
get involved, they add their own rings. 
These rings of change ripple through 
the community. So, it is through our own individual 
impact that we can encourage a wave of positive trans-
formation.

You might already be well-aware of our need and, 
in my opinion, our duty to think about the great-
er good. But if not, I ask you to spend some time 
truly reflecting on all the things you are capable of 
influencing. Your legacy will undoubtedly be much 
greater than the sales dollars you are able to achieve. 
People will remember how you challenged yourself 
and your teammates to constantly strive to make a 
difference every day.

You have been given the incredible opportunity to 
touch so many lives. Use that gift, honor that gift and 
recognize how fortunate you truly are.   

Cindi Bigelow is the 3rd genera-
tion President and CEO of fam-
ily-owned Bigelow Tea, the U.S. 
market leader of specialty teas 
that produces over 2 billion tea 
bags annually. She holds a BS 
degree from Boston College, an 
MBA from Northwestern Univer-
sity, Kellogg School of Manage-

ment, and Honorary Doctorates from Johnson & Wales 
University, the University of New Haven and Fairfield Uni-
versity. 

Socially- and community-minded, she frequently makes 
appearances speaking to students and industry leaders, 
sharing insights on business ethics, leadership and market-
ing, and has received numerous awards for her years of 
community service.
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“Little did I know 
that out of this 

childhood tragedy, 
I would learn 

the life skills that would 
actually mold me into 

who I was going to 
become and help me 

throughout the rest 
of my life.” 

        
Dottie Herman
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		                                               CEO Douglas Elliman Real Estate LLC

Robert Reiss: You’ve been cited numerous times as 
among the most successful women in real estate in 
America. Talk about what drives you.

Dottie Herman: My mom died in a car crash when I was 
10. I woke up in the hospital to have a priest tell me my 
mom was dead. He handed me a wooden angel that was a 
music box. He told me, “She’s an angel now, but she will 
always be with you, just as she has always been with you.”

Overnight I went from being a child to being an adult. 

So, out of necessity, I learned to be strong and resil-
ient. I had to make my own decisions and live with the 
consequences if they were wrong. There was no time to 
feel sorry for myself — it was a fact — I was on my own. 
Little did I know that out of this childhood tragedy, I 
would learn the life skills that would actually mold me 
into who I was going to become and help me through-
out the rest of my life. 

What were some of the behind-the-scenes stories 
in building Douglas Elliman into the third largest 
residential real estate company in America?

I started my business when I was only 29 years old. I was 
a regional manager at Merrill Lynch’s Real Estate Divi-
sion when they decided to sell the real estate division. They 
sold the real estate division to Prudential, who had no 
intention of having a national model. They believed that 
business was local and therefore, they were going to fran-

chise. There were 300 offices throughout the country – 36 
of which were on Long Island. What did this mean for me? 
It meant that my job would be finished when they found a 
new owner for the 36 offices on Long Island.

At first, I was devastated. I’d be out of a job — a job that 
I loved and felt passionate about. Then, I thought this 
might be an opportunity, “Why don’t I buy the compa-
ny?” That idea just came to me. It was never my initial 
intention to buy the company. You hear about so many 
people who plan for years to buy a business. They plan 
every little thing down to the last detail. Yet, there I was, 
fueled by this passion inside of me that shouted, “Buy the 
business!” There was only one problem. I had no money. 

So, what did I do? I decided to tell them that I had the 
money. I had no idea where I was going to get it, but when 
there is a will, there is a way. I put together a letter saying 
that I had venture capital money and I wanted to be con-
sidered to buy the company. I went to banks and individ-
uals and said I have an opportunity to buy the company. 
They laughed. I went to banks and private individuals, 
and I told them I have an opportunity to buy a profitable 
real estate company. When they asked for my financials, 
and I told them I did not have any, they laughed in my 
face, and said they would not lend me the money for one 
office, let alone 36 offices. 

But I knew I could do it, even though there were so many ob-
stacles ahead of me. Sometimes you just know things in your 
gut, even if you haven’t worked out all of the details in your 
head. I read every book, took classes, put myself out there. I 
connected with people — experts in the field — and listened 
to what they had to say. I was proactive and I was positive. 

The next thing I knew, I was standing in front of 2,000 em-
ployees with the news that even though Merrill Lynch had 
sold the Real Estate Division to Prudential, and they were 
looking to sell the franchises, that I was going to buy it. I said 
it with conviction and strength. I said, “ Let’s stick together.
We are a family, and stick with me. Together, we are strong.” 

At that time, every competitor was trying to raid the com-
pany, and I had no defectors. How did I do this? I eventu-
ally convinced Prudential, that although I had no money, 
that I was the best person for the job. I had roughly 1,700 

Dottie Herman, CEO, 
Douglas Elliman Real Estate 
has been awarded the Trans-
formative CEO Award for 
leadership in Real Estate for 
her vision for growth, per-

sonal persistence and always having Next Steps 
clearly planned and capitalized. She overcame 
personal tragedy, raised capital to buy a firm and 
grew Douglas Elliman to be the largest residential 
brokerage in New York City. She has maximized 
employee retention, revenues and profits through 
a culture of transparency, respect for individuals’ 
differences and empowerment.
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people write petitions that they wanted me to run the 
company. I eventually persuaded Prudential to lend me 
$11 million and $2.6 million dollars of working capital 
with no personal guarantees. It may sound unbelievable, 
but I did it. They eventually sold the company to me, and 
that is the day I became a true entrepreneur. 

Despite being told that I would never succeed, I built a 
team, and I built a culture that everyone in the company 
was part of. Along with myself and others at the compa-
ny, I turned the company into a powerhouse brokerage 
on Long Island and then in the Hamptons. Eventually 
I took in my business partner, Howard Lorber, and al-
though we had multiple offers to sell Long Island, there 
was no real estate company that spread from Manhattan 
to Montauk. Just like Robert Moses built bridges from 
the city to Long Island, I thought that we needed a real 
estate company that did the same exact thing. 

Then I decided I wanted to conquer Manhattan. At this 

point, my partner and I purchased Douglas Elliman, 
Manhattan’s largest and most prestigious real estate 
firm. By the way, this was the year after 9/11, when we 
were expecting a second terrorist attack. Again, I went 
back to Prudential to borrow money, and they lent us 
$73 million. I am proud to say that Douglas Elliman 
is now the largest residential brokerage in New York 
City, with over 7,000 real estate professionals and 675 
employees working in more than 113 offices. 

Describe your leadership philosophy in building an 
organization to become an industry leader?

As the leader, you set the tone for the company and 
create the core values. Others follow your lead. Hon-
estly, I think it’s easier to create a culture when you are 
starting a business from scratch. The importance of 
building culture is sometimes underestimated. 

With Douglas Elliman, I had to bring together Long 

        
Dottie Herman

Dottie and Tracy Tutor from Million Dollar Listing LA. Tracy is an agent with Douglas Elliman. 



www.theceoforumgroup.com   The CEO Forum   59   

“Train them to trust their own 
judgment and make decisions, and 
then give them the autonomy to do 

what they need to do. It’s about 
finding that balance between 

managing and letting go. You have 
to allow people to make mistakes, 
as we learn from mistakes. If you 
don’t, people will never make a 

move. My motto was just don’t do 
anything that will put me in jail.” 

Island, the Hamptons and Manhattan — three very dif-
ferent cultures. It was tricky, and yet I was determined. 
Someone recently asked me to describe our culture and 
I said, “We’re one big family.” Like every family, we had 
different personalities and skill sets. But instead of trying 
to force fit everyone into one tight model, we celebrated 
everyone’s differences and contributions then brought 
them all together to meet and bond. 

My goal was to build a thriving profitable real estate compa-
ny that was number one. In order to do so, I made everyone 
within the organization read Good to Great by James Col-
lins, as I was not happy with good; I wanted to be great. As 
most people are satisfied with good, I always pushed them 
to be great. To be great, we had to recognize everyone’s indi-
vidual contributions. 

It was up to me to create a 
culture where my individual 
goal became our collective 
goal. By communicating 
that culture, one that in-
cluded the core values of 
respect and kindness, those 
three very different cultures 
were combined into one.

Openness builds great cul-
ture, and people feel they’re 
a part of a company. If you’re 
a big company, people start 
to become numbers, and I believe that everybody brings 
value. Everybody counts, and when people feel that they 
count, that empowers them, and they will work harder. 

Everybody knew what the goal for the company was. And 
every month, everybody would have to call in and give 
what they contributed to this company goal. People will 
work harder not to let the team down than in many cases 
than they will work for themselves. 

You hear everyone talking about how you must have pas-
sion for your business. The reason that you hear this so 
often is because it’s true. Passion is what drives me, and 
I do not believe you can be great at something you do 
not love. There is no way I could have built a multi-bil-

lion dollar business without it. My passion for work and 
building a great company and building the individuals 
within the organization is what motivated me to build 
my business. Passion plus persistence. Because the truth 
is, if you don’t act on your passion, then it’s simply an 
idea. An idea that may have legs initially, but ultimately 
doesn’t gain traction. You need to be willing to eat, sleep 
and breathe your business. 

That’s the kind of passion I’m talking about. That’s how 
you achieve success. Success doesn’t sleep and it doesn’t 
wait for anyone. You earn it through hard work and chan-
neling your passion into creating a successful business. 

Because people look up to you as a leader, they will try to 
model your behavior. How 
are you reacting to that cri-
sis? What is your behavior in 
that meeting? Are you always 
working? We need to have a 
heightened awareness of our 
actions and what we say. We 
also need to actively listen 
to our people and continue 
to show them that we care. 
Take them to dinner. Invite 
them into high-level meet-
ings. Offer feedback more 
than just once a year at their 
annual reviews. And con-
stantly grow them. 

Train them to trust their own judgment and make deci-
sions, and then give them the autonomy to do what they 
need to do. It’s about finding that balance between man-
aging and letting go. You have to allow people to make 
mistakes, as we learn from mistakes. If you don’t, people 
will never make a move. My motto was just don’t do any-
thing that will put me in jail. 

Also, you need to be honest with yourself about your own 
strengths. What are you good at? What are you not so 
good at? Oftentimes leaders think that they are supposed 
to be good at everything. You’re not! Don’t pretend to be. 
Instead, surround yourself with people who complement 
you. That’s what I did. I know my strengths — I’m good at 
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60   The CEO Forum   www.theceoforumgroup.com

communicating to people, building relationships and being 
assertive, which has allowed me to be an influencer.  I’m a 
big picture thinker who isn’t as good at the details. I’m not a 
person who’s caught up in dotting her i’s. So, I hired people 
who can crunch numbers and are detail oriented. 

Once you had built Douglas Elliman into an industry 
leader, did your leadership philosophy change?

No, my philosophy never changed. I believed in the phi-
losophy that I created -- that everyone mattered regard-
less of one’s position. There are other things that you 
can do to show your people how much you care about 
them. The day you stop growing, is the day you need to 
leave the business. I am a big advocate of education and 
growth, which led me to form Douglas Elliman Univer-
sity. Something unique happens when you bring people 

together outside of the office. Creating 
social interactions makes people feel a 
sense of family and bonds them in a way 
that can translate into happier employ-
ees and helps with retention. Studies 
show that happier employees are more 
productive and stay with companies 
longer. 

Now it is different with the coronavirus and 
restricted travel and virtual meetings, but 
here’s what I have done to build my team.

We have had events throughout the 
year that encourage our people to get 
to know each other and learn from each 
other. We have had roundtables, man-
agement retreats and events that bring 
in people from Florida, California and 
the Northeast, so that they can all share 
experiences and feel connected. 

I also create social events that have both 
a fun and an educational component to 
them. One of my favorites is our Hallow-
een event. Everyone in the company is 
invited, and we have guest speakers. One 
year we had Bette Midler, another year we 
had Randi Zuckerberg. We have lectures 

on selling skills, real estate and professional development, 
and then at night, we have a huge costume party, where we 
have dance contests and contests for the best costumes. 
It’s the perfect combination of fun and learning. Plus, it’s a 
great way for everyone in the company to meet each other 
and bond in a way that isn’t always possible when you’re in 
the office. My partner and I are always there to participate.

When people are working at their offices, they have to 
get home. They’re running, they’re busy. They have to 
get home to their family, their kids. When people come 
together and even travel for a special event, they get to 
know each other very differently. 

I can’t emphasize enough how important it is to physi-
cally bring people together, especially in a world where 
more and more people are spending time apart. With 

        
Dottie Herman

On stage after winning the Ellis Island Medal of Honor.
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“Something unique happens when 
you bring people together outside 

of the office. Creating social 
interactions makes people feel a 

sense of family and bonds them in a 
way that can translate into happier 

employees and helps with retention. 
Studies show that happier 

employees are more productive 
and stay with companies longer.” 

all of our devices—our smartphones, our computers-- 
we don’t have to go into the office as much anymore. It’s 
convenient, but we also lose that human connection. 

It’s up to you as a leader to encourage that connection. To 
create situations where people need to show up, so that 
they can truly connect. 

By bringing everyone in the company together for these 
events, I also encourage everyone to let go of their titles. 
Sure, titles can be important, but it’s best to make everyone 
in the company feel important, no matter what level they 
are. That’s why it’s essential for you as a leader to treat ev-
eryone with kindness and respect. Your company’s success 
depends on everyone feeling a part of that success…. To feel 
they count. It keeps people together. It’s good for retention. 
It gives you more revenue and it builds the company.

What lessons have you learned so far from leading 
through this pandemic?

Leading a company through the pandemic and times 
of uncertainty is a true test of leadership and very chal-
lenging. I have been through many difficult times, 9/11, 
the financial crisis of 2008, and still managed to guide 
my team to the top. The pandemic is something that no 
one could have imagined or prepared for. 

During the pandemic, my management style did not 
change. At Douglas Elliman, we have always had open 
communication and dialogue, to keep everyone in-
formed. With the pandemic, we communicated daily as 

a company, and hosted weekly town hall meetings on 
Zoom and WebEx, where we kept everyone informed 
and encouraged dialogue between everyone. 

Everybody knew what was going on. When people know 
what is happening within the company both good and 
bad, they have a sense of control. So, I’ve always open-
ly communicated with people, and that’s the key to any 
leader I believe. I am always transparent. 

During each town hall meeting, executives and sales-
persons from coast to coast, joined with various experts 
in the real estate industry. Throughout the pandemic, 
everyone in the company was in the know. In difficult 
times, keeping people in the know is key and telling 
people we may not know all the answers, but we will get 
through this together. In the end, honesty, transparency 
and openness keeps people in the know. 

Given the culture that was built from day one at Douglas 
Elliman, we came together as a family to help each other 
get through both good and difficult times. Many people 
emerge from crises stronger and ready to thrive …. So do 
great companies with great leaders. In every great com-
pany, you will find the heart of a leader. 

What is it about your experience that would make 
you an effective member of a board of directors? What 
makes you a good advisor to other CEOs?

Being on boards is a position I have always enjoyed. It al-
lows for great minds to come together. Nothing is better 
than a meeting of the minds. 

I understand business from the bottom up. I probably 
know every aspect of building a business. I built busi-
ness, and I built it from nothing, I was 29. I kept build-
ing it and building it. I raised all the money myself.  It 
happened to be a real estate business, but it’s still a busi-
ness that you have to build and grow with a lot of effort.

What advice have you have given to a CEO as a board 
member that was particularly helpful?

My advice to other CEOs has always been to surround 
yourself with the best. My mantra is to do things the best 
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they can be done  — NOT merely the best I can do — which 
means finding the best people in their fields, asking ques-
tions and then listening to their answers. I am smart enough 
to know what I don’t know. That is why I would choose to 
elect people to the board who are experts in his or her field, 
who you respect, along with those that share a common vi-
sion and are willing to speak up to advocate effective change. 

By offering a diverse board, this allows you to see things 
from new perspectives. Given the challenges we face cur-
rently with the COVID-19 pandemic and the volatility of 
our economy, with social restrictions and budget cuts, it 
is crucial to keep the culture and experiences, which the 
organization was founded upon, alive.

Most companies are seeing a major shift in how their 
people work. Talk about the future of real estate.

The global pandemic has impacted everyone’s lives 
around the world. Although there are still many uncer-
tainties, it will change the way we live. There will be a new 
normal post pandemic.

Many say the real estate market will be a key driver in the 
economic recovery. Behavioral changes will outlive the 
crisis and they have accelerated trends that have already 
been put into place. Overall, for the long haul, real estate 
remains an attractive asset. Safety and wellness will be 
primary concerns for residential property development. 
There will be a push for diversification, leading to emerg-
ing sectors, which include rental properties, student 
housing, senior housing, co-living, and smart cities. 

There will continue to be a move to suburban areas, and 
real estate investors will be more involved in these areas 
than before. Digital and advanced analytics strategies 
that give meaningful engagements to consumers and 
employees online through the many platforms like Zoom 
and WebEx will continue to be in demand. 

For investors, there will be opportunities to take advantage 
of the weaknesses in the housing market over the course 
of the next year. There will be tighter lending standards. 
This will be a slow recovery, which will last through 2021. 
The numbers of consumers who purchase properties on-
line will increase with the use of advanced technology. 

           
Dottie Herman                 CEO Douglas Elliman Real Estate LLC

Dottie Herman
CEO
Douglas Elliman Real Estate, LLC

Dottie Herman is the quintessential American success story who 
exemplifies the qualities of a great leader, mentor and vocal ad-
vocate for women in business. Dottie began her real estate ca-
reer in 1978, worked tirelessly and became a brokerage power-
house as the owner of Prudential Long Island Realty.

In 2003, Dottie and her business partner Howard Lorber pur-
chased Douglas Elliman, Manhattan’s largest and most pres-
tigious brokerage firm. Elliman is now one of the largest and 
fastest-growing real estate residential brokerages in the U.S. It is 
the second largest independent residential real estate brokerage 
by sales volume, and it has a strategic global alliance with Lon-
don-based Knight Frank Residential for business in the world-
wide luxury markets.

In 2016, Forbes named Dottie as “America’s Richest Self-Made 
Woman in Real Estate.” Crain’s New York has named Dottie 
among the 50 Most Powerful Women in New York for several 
years in a row. She is the host of AM-970 The Answer’s popular 
radio show, Eye on Real Estate.

Dottie is the recipient of many prestigious awards from promi-
nent organizations including The United Nations and The New 
York Observer. Dottie is also a generous philanthropist who sup-
ports many charities, with a focus on children and 
women’s health.
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Marc B. Lautenbach 
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    			               President & CEO Pitney Bowes

Robert Reiss: Pitney Bowes is celebrating its 100th 
year. As CEO, talk about how the organization is 
different than any other company. 

Marc Lautenbach: I’m not so sure we are different from 
any other company, but I would say there are some things 
that tend to be true of “older” companies, including Pit-
ney Bowes. The first thing that tends to be true is that 
“older companies” bring with them a certain legacy. Many 
times legacy is a good thing. The key is to understand what 
is fundamentally good about a company and build on 
those good traits. For example, older companies tend to 
have a value system which has sustained them over their 
history.  On the other side of the ledger, sometimes older 
companies bring with them dysfunctional characteristics. 
Younger companies orient themselves around a product, 
while older companies orient themselves around a mar-
ket. The key is to know which is which -- and to be pur-
poseful about creating a culture which is true to your past 
but positions you for the future. 

In 1950, Pitney Bowes’ CEO Walter Wheeler 
shared the importance of “doing the right thing.” 
In 2015 you expanded that concept. To what degree 
does that play into your leadership? 

Mr. Wheeler said, “Do the right thing.” We modified 
that thought slightly by adding, “Do the right thing, the 

The CEO Forum Group 
has selected Marc 
B. Lautenbach, and 
Pitney Bowes for the 

2020 Transformative CEO Award in 
Leadership in the category of Commerce. 
This has been bestowed for Lautenbach’s 
ability to protect the legacy core — built 
on “doing the right thing, the right way” 
— while transforming the business to 
become a growth enterprise by strategically 
combining shipping, financials services 
and their unparalleled mail franchise.

2020
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“The key is to know which 
is which— and to be 

purposeful about 
creating a culture which 

is true to your past 
but positions you for 

the future.” 
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right way.” The essence is the same, but acknowledg-
es that if you do the “right thing” the wrong way, you 
haven’t really been true to the original sentiment. 
Our value of “doing the right thing the right way” in-
forms every decision and every action I make as the 
CEO. We don’t always get it right, but we are mind-
ful of the incredible legacy of this company, and all 
of our focus is to leave this company better than we 
found it.

When you became CEO in 2012 what was your 
assessment of the company’s strengths and 

“We have found logical 
adjacencies—shipping and 

financial services—to build off 
of our mail franchise, and 

we have moved the company 
to growth.” 

Marc B. Lautenbach 
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weaknesses, and what 
was your vision for 
transformation?

In 2012 when I joined 
Pitney Bowes, it was in-
stantaneously clear that 
there was a tremendous 
commitment from our 
associates to the Pitney 
Bowes enterprise. More-
over, unlike many old-
er companies, employ-
ees knew we needed to 
change. They just need-
ed some help on how to 
change and then a “stub-
born” CEO who was 
determined to see the 
changes through. What 
I didn’t originally under-
stand about the company 
was how innovative the 
company was. The challenge was to channel the 
innovation to commercial success. 

In terms of weaknesses, the company’s view of the cus-
tomer was not as sharp as it needed to be. At the out-
set, we declared that the customer was going to be our 
north star.  And, we have made progress since then.

Where would you say you are in the continuum in 
your process of your transformation journey?

I would say we are in the final “chapters” of this 
transformation. We have found logical adjacencies 
-- shipping and financial services -- to build off of 
our mail franchise, and we have moved the company 
to growth. Now we need to drive profitable revenue 
growth. That said, successful companies, compa-
nies that are able to achieve longevity, are constant-
ly transforming. So I’m sure there will be another 
transformation after this one.

There are a lot of companies in commerce. What is 
different about your model?

There are lots of companies that are in the e-com-
merce world. We are one of the few that combines 
physical and digital capabilities that are specifically 
built around business-to-consumer e-commerce. We 
also think our 100-year relationship with the USPS is 
an important point of differentiation.

You’ve talked about long-term value creation. How 
do you balance the objectives of different – poten-
tially conflicting – stakeholders?

The notion of stakeholder management, for good rea-
sons, has become very much in vogue recently.  Under-
lying this conversation seems to be the predicate that 

“To me, it is impossible to think 
about creating long-term 

shareholder value if you do not 
do right by your employees, 

your customers and your 
communities.” 

    			               President & CEO Pitney Bowes
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it is a zero sum game; i.e. if I do something good for 
customers or employees, it is bad for shareholders. I 
think that is exactly wrong. To me, it is impossible to 
think about creating long-
term shareholder value if 
you do not do right by your 
employees, your customers 
and your communities.

April 23, 2020 was Pitney 
Bowes’ actual 100th birth-
day. How does being in a 
pandemic impact your strat-
egy for such a landmark?

Our 100th year certainly 
hasn’t been the year I en-
visioned. We have had two cyber incidents, a pan-
demic, the greatest economic dislocation since 
The Depression, and substantial race problems in 
the United States. There is a certain symmetry to 

when Pitney Bowes began in 1920, which was to-
wards the end of the Spanish Flu. God willing we 
will get beyond this pandemic soon as well. The 

costs have been horrific. 

That said, times of crisis are 
always times of opportunity. 
Our focus has been, and will 
continue to be, to come out 
of this terrible chapter stron-
ger. We will continue to keep 
our focus on the long term.

Pitney Bowes has 750,000 
customers covering 90% of 
the Fortune 500. When we 
emerge from this pandemic, 

how do you envision their e-commerce needs change?

It is hard to know how clients’ needs will evolve af-
ter we get through this pandemic. I suspect e-com-

“Diverse skills see problems 
from different perspectives, and 

diverse teams see markets in 
different ways. For these reasons 
diversity and inclusion has been 
seen, appropriately, as an eco-

nomic good; i.e. better diversity 
and inclusion creates value.” 

Marc B. Lautenbach 
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merce, digital channels and digital offers will be-
come even more important. Typically, these types 
of events accelerate existing trends, and I’m sure 
this pandemic will do that and probably create some 
new trends.

It’s been said that Pitney Bowes has practiced di-
versity and inclusion for a long, long time. As CEO, 
how do you think about diversity and inclusion?

I think of diversity and inclusion in two dimen-
sions. The first dimension is that most great inno-
vation involves diverse teams. This is true for lots of 
different reasons. Diverse skills see problems from 
different perspectives, and diverse teams see mar-
kets in different ways. For these reasons diversity 
and inclusion has been seen, appropriately, as an 
economic good; i.e. better diversity and inclusion 
creates value. 

For sure that is true, but it has also become very clear 
to me, that building diverse and inclusive teams is just 
the right thing to do, regardless of the commercial cal-
culus. It’s just the right thing to do for society and our 
communities. 

Pitney Bowes has always been a leader in inno-
vation. Talk about some of the important break-
throughs of the past and in what areas will you be 
focusing innovation in starting your next century?

Pitney Bowes has been an innovation company—lit-
erally creating a technology and an industry 100 years 
ago. More recently, Pitney Bowes innovated a business 
model combining the power of our mailing franchise 
with a strong financial services business. The combi-
nation of the two was an economic juggernaut. But if 
you are going to continue to be successful, you need to 
continue to innovate. Pitney Bowes has created three 
$100 million businesses from scratch in the last seven 
years, substantially transformed and automated al-
most all of our business processes, and created a cloud 
infrastructure to deliver our key offerings. If a com-
pany is going to continue to exist, it must continually 
innovate.

Marc B. Lautenbach
President and CEO
Pitney Bowes

Marc B. Lautenbach is currently President and Chief Executive 
Officer at Pitney Bowes Inc. Marc was appointed President 
and CEO in December 2012, and is a member of the Board of 
Directors.

Before Joining Pitney Bowes, Marc spent 27 years at IBM.  Marc’s 
tenure at IBM included senior positions, leading the consulting 
and systems integration business in North America, sales in the 
Americas, and leading the small and medium business global-
ly. In addition, Marc held senior executive positions in IBM Asia 
Pacific.

Marc was elected to the Campbell’s Soup Company Board 
of Directors in June 2014. He is also a member of Catalyst, 
Inc., and a member of the board of Trustees at Denison 
University.Marc graduated magna cum laude and Phi 
Beta Kappa at Denison University in 1983 and went on to 
receive an MBA from the Kellogg Graduate School of Man-
agement at Northwestern University in 1985.

    								            President & CEO Pitney Bowes
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During particularly disruptive times, “It’s lonely at the 
top” takes on a whole new meaning. A very insightful 
study conducted in 2018 by leadership advisory firm 
Egon Zehnder sheds light on the vulnerabilities that 
CEOs encounter in leading teams through situations 
that lack clear precedent. The analysis underscores 
that while the CEO position embodies the culmina-
tion of achievement, it also marks the beginning of a 
new journey — on which awareness about what needs 
transformation often conflicts with the immediate de-
mands of operational realities.

PwC’s 23rd Annual CEO Survey evaluated the top factors 
threatening organizational growth prospects, emphasiz-
ing a startling rise in pessimism —53% of CEOs project 
declines in global economic growth rates —up ten-fold 
from 2018. Among the other factors inhibiting runway 
for growth are policy uncertainty, availability of key skills, 
and speed of technology change. The combination cre-
ates a Darwinian crisis where CEOs have to increasingly 
navigate complex unanticipated curveballs, while reac-
tion cycles grow shorter and shorter.

In this context, principles like “agile,” “iterative,” or 
“rapid” have emerged as credible and effective ways to 
drive immediate action. However, if applied mindlessly, 
these become euphemisms for quick fixes to deeply root-
ed problems that generate a flurry of activity devoid of any 
meaning. One could even argue that these concepts can 
be dangerous without the right orientation, as they build 
momentum in the wrong direction. If left unchecked, the 
gratification of instant action is like a sugar rush — provid-
ing an immediate high, but in the long term, injecting tox-
icity into corporate cultures. This is particularly the case in 
environments where cross-functional teams need to work 
together to achieve a common goal.

The antidote to this predicament is to align organization-
al values and activities with a clear purpose. People who 
have a strong sense of purpose tend to be more resilient 
and exhibit better recovery from tumultuous events. This 
is true of companies as well. Heraclitus’s famous quote, 
“Change is the only constant in life,” can be both exhila-
rating and unsettling. Whether we fear, reject or embrace 
change, purpose is the counterpoint to the continuous 

CEO Insight

Purpose is Not an Option, 
It’s an Imperative

By Fran Biderman-Gross, CEO and Founder, 
and Nivi Chakravorty, Chief Growth Officer, Advantages

pur•pose
/’perpas/

Noun
The reason for which something is done or created
or for which something exists.
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cycle of transformation. In the context of organization-
al churn, it provides the anchor that guides decisions, 
behaviors and economic activity. Here at Advantages, 
we believe purpose is the fundamental linchpin for 
driving the exponential impact you seek in the world.

Purpose-driven businesses outperform the stock 
market by 134% (2019 Havas Media Meaningful 
Brand Report). Yet, while most leaders believe in its 
power, few champion purposeful activities, especial-
ly during times of crisis. Why? Because the process of 
unlocking and activating organizational purpose is 
a “slog.” It runs counter to quick-fix demands, raises 
difficult questions, and calls for a level of transparency 
that is not always forthcoming.

Purpose is larger than corporate social responsibility 
(CSR), a particular department, or a feel-good project. 
It can only be effectively mobilized if it is: a) Authentic: 
derived from root strengths; b) Shared: has the power 
to align stakeholders; c) Relevant: delivers on the needs 
of the market it serves. Within the 3-Keys framework 
there lies a scalable and repeatable approach for em-
bedding purpose into every aspect of an organization’s 
identity. While the process is simple, it is not simplistic 
and entails the following:

●	  Discovery of root strengths

●	  Alignment of shared values  

●	  Integration of activities  

As shown in Advantages’ premier podcast series, “Drive 
Profit with Purpose,” a myriad of CEOs intuitively act 
upon this framework. Throughout the series, we engage 
the next generation of business leaders to explore a range 
of relevant topics such as ‘Pivot Amidst Chaos,’ ‘Scale Be-
yond the Middle,’ and ‘Redefine Loyalty.’ 

The most successful leaders understand that the world 
has changed, that customers crave authenticity, and that 
thresholds for loyalty are higher than ever before. They 
look inward to uncover the purpose behind their work 
that drives the world to it. They unite their teams around 
shared beliefs and infuse those beliefs into everything they 

do—because they recognize that the most effective way 
to emerge triumphant in the face of today’s growing chal-
lenges is to foster innovation through purposeful change.

Listen to our podcast series at 3keysbook.com for more purposeful 
insights, and connect with us at getnoticed@advantages.net to 
be featured as a guest speaker on our show.

Fran Biderman-Gross 

As the CEO and Founder of Ad-
vantages, an Inc. 500 global 
branding and marketing agency, 
Fran Biderman-Gross helps indi-
viduals, teams and organizations 
uncover the essence of their work 
and infuse it into every aspect of 
their brand experiences. She is 

the co-host of the ‘Drive Profit with Purpose’ podcast series, 
developer of the groundbreaking ‘3 Keys’ workshops, and 
co-author of 3 Keys to Unlock Purpose and Profit [Wiley 
2020]. 

Synthesizing nearly two decades of branding experience, 
Fran activates her unique marketing approach to empower 
countless brands to align their teams, drive their growth, and 
pivot with purpose.

Nivi Chakravorty

Nivi Chakravorty is the Chief 
Growth Officer at Advantages 
and has built her career at the in-
tersection of consumer industries, 
technology and marketing. Her 
experience spans strategic brand 
management, new product devel-
opment, and end-to-end digital 

marketing across organizations, such as Unilever, PepsiCo 
and IBM. She particularly enjoys the seamless interplay be-
tween traditional and digital ecosystems to build robust mar-
keting funnels that drive step-change improvements in ROI. 

Nivi believes in purposefully engaging business and technol-
ogy leaders to co-create and develop platforms that enable 
authentic brand experiences and enjoys collaborating with 
leaders who share the same objective.
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Paulo Carvao, General Manager, IBM Systems-Americas

Expert Advice

Leading with Diversity and Inclusion 

I grew up in a beautiful city with beautiful beaches,     
vibrant music, an abundance of nature, and, of course, 
soccer. Rio de Janeiro is also famous for its favelas 
and as a home for both those that have nothing and 
those that have everything, living side by side. Despite 
the romantic view of this peaceful coexistence, this 
juxtaposition and the growing socio-economic gap 
have been causes for increased violence and unrest. 
This is why, more than 20 years ago, my wife and I 
decided to emigrate from Brazil, become American 
citizens and give our family an opportunity to live the 
American Dream. 

Here in the U.S., I realized that agency and social  mobility 
are competitive advantages. Education and  access to 
capital for entrepreneurship are two of the main vehicles 
that maintain a thriving middle-class, help elimi-
nate  poverty, and allow anyone to realize the prom-

ise of America. The Declaration of Independence, 
our  country’s “birth certificate,” reminds us that all 
are created equal and have unalienable rights of life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

I developed as a leader in a company that pioneered         
Diversity & Inclusion. At IBM, we lead with our values 
and have promoted diversity and inclusion in the 
workplace for decades. My personal and professional 
upbringing solidified an unwavering commitment to 
equality. However, as Dr. Shirley Ann Jackson once said, 
“Diversity is a fact ...  inclusion is a choice.”

First, listen
This brings me to today, as we witness the distresses 
of social injustice in our world. How should this affect 
the way we lead? For me, while condemning acts of     
violence publicly, I engaged in open dialogue that have 
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humbled me and taught me an important lesson: you 
have to listen; regardless of your best intentions, you 
cannot help if you do not know what help is needed.

As a cultural transplant from Brazil’s Latin culture to 
the Anglo-Saxon American business world, I learned to          
appreciate conflicting points of view, and the constructive 
potential of taking the best of both of them. I saw 
misunderstandings that resulted from cultural-style 
differences and when one tries to analyze behaviors in 
the context of a different culture. 

The recent events with violence against the 
Black     community made me engage in deeper, more 
meaningful conversations. I came to see how deeply  
ingrained   systemic racism still is today. I was deeply 
affected listening to testimonials of Black parents 
sharing how t h e y  h a v e  t o  h a v e  “ t h e  t a l k ”  w i t h 
t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  e x plaining the dangers they face 
due to racism or unjust treatment from authori-
ty figures, law enforcement or other parties, and 
how to de-escalate them. Colloquial language can 
incorporate implicit bias. I learned that “Sunday’s 
best” was originally a way for former slaves to express 
a higher connection between them and divinity as op-
posed to their bodies being a tool for the benefit of 
others. 

These examples only barely scratch the surface of 
the issues impacting communities of Color, Women, 
LQBTQ+ and other minority groups. I want my 
leadership style to be inclusive and to take deliberate           
action to effect change. But how? 

Act and build on progress
To acknowledge what I do not know, I must first lis-
ten. Keeping this in mind, I am thrilled to co-chair 
the IBM Americas Diversity & Inclusion council. Our 
goal is to identify and drive actions to strengthen and 
sustain an inclusive workplace environment where all 
can reach their full potential, experience a strong sense 
of belonging, and thrive as their authentic selves. We 
will build upon solid progress IBM has already made 
in areas like:
•	 Women in tech leadership with strong representation and 
promotion of role models: you can’t be what you can’t see. 

•	 Creation of an AI Ethics Board - to ensure that AI 
progress is in line with our values with a robust gover-
nance framework for trust and transparency.
•	 Police reform where we support new federal rules 
to hold police more accountable for misconduct using 
technology to increase transparency and help police 
protect communities without promoting discrimina-
tion or racial injustice.
•	 Expansion of opportunity by providing training and 
education for in-demand skills to expand economic 
opportunity for communities of Color. For example, 
we’re adding 1000 paid internships in the U.S. for 
P-TECH students. 

Our success requires leadership, focus, resources, 
and a commitment to exceeding expectations. The 
measure of what is acceptable and what is world-class 
continues to evolve - we are far from done. At IBM, we 
are proud of where we are and recognize that cultural 
competence is an ongoing journey.

Paulo Carvao is responsible 
for IBM’s Systems business in 
the Americas. He leads sales, 
field engineering and mar-
keting. He has spent his 30+ 
year career advancing tech-
nology innovation and busi-
ness reinvention strategies to 

benefit clients through services, software and hardware 
across all industries.

A member of IBM’s senior leadership group that implements 
the strategy, transformational projects and is accountable 
for IBM performance, Paulo is a proud immigrant and 
United States citizen devoted to social justice and achieving 
equality through education, diversity and inclusion.

Prior to his current executive post, Paulo served as Gener-
al Manager of IBM’s U.S. Distribution Market and as Gen-
eral Manager of IBM Systems Client Success. Leadership 
specialties include working closely with cross-industry 
clients, global sales management, enterprise sales and 
brokering technology partnerships.
 
Paulo holds a Bachelor’s Degree in Electrical Engineering 
from IME (Brazil) and an MBA with an emphasis in market-
ing from PUC (Brazil).
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Robert Reiss: Talk about your original vision for 
Women Business Collaborative and what WBC is 
today.

Edie Fraser: We started by thinking big. What 
if we could build a collaboration of women busi-

ness organizations and together drive change? What if 
we could become a movement to advance and acceler-
ate business women as senior executives, as successful 
entrepreneurs and board members as well as venture 
capitalists? The thought - and challenge - was so excit-
ing to me, and the truth is it is much needed. We need to 
change the way C-suites and boardrooms look, and that 
change is long past due. We devised WBC to be a move-
ment and an accelerator of change because we know the 
importance of diversity.

So, we started by tackling what I know from my 
own experience is the most critical–collaboration 
and relationship of mutual support. There was too 
much fragmentation among women’s groups. Re-
dundancy and competition happen everywhere, but 
one person or one organization could not do this. 
As Helen Keller said, “Alone we can do so little; to-
gether we can do so much.”

The Women Business Collaborative (WBC) was creat-
ed to connect and convene organizations to leverage 
one another’s strategic priorities and competencies to-
ward the acceleration of gender and pay parity and the 

Edie Fraser

The First WBC Summit with Proclamations.
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LEADERSHIP
The CEO Forum Group 
has selected Edie Fraser 
and Women Business 
Collaborative (WBC) for 

the 2020 Transformative CEO Award 
in Leadership in the category of Women 
Leadership. This was bestowed for WBC’s 
work is creating an unprecedented 
alliance of over 40 partner organiza-
tions working in collaboration on nine 
accelerator goals, which are advancing a 
true movement.
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achievement of the full partnership of diverse men and 
women leaders in C-suites and boardrooms. 

In creating it, we focused on utilizing existing efforts 
and ensuring we could fill gaps that would maximize 
the ROI of resources and drive the fastest change pos-
sible. We wanted top business women and men to join 
together to help build a collaborative and provide sup-
port for one another and the movement.

Subha Barry, my colleague for decades, WBC partner and 
CEO of Working Mother Media, shared at our first WBC 
Summit gathering, “As a coalition we will walk together and 
walk far. We will pick each other up when we tire, and we will 
cheer each other on  as we find success. But make no mistake, 
we will reach high, dream deep and get to the goal as a team.”

Commitments were the first step. I was blessed to be 
associated with more than 20 women business organi-
zations and on the board or advisory to eight of them. 
Competition was the norm — with these leaders a real 
need for collaboration. Assessing the World Economic 
Forum projection that it would take 117 years to parity, 
it was time to build together to accelerate parity in our 
lives. The time was ripe. Together we had the compe-
tence, connections, commitment and passion. We pulled 
together baseline data to show where we stood on exec-
utive women, boards and entrepreneurship and capital. 
The request went out to the organizations and one after 
another the answer was yes, we would mobilize together.

We endorsed WBC Imperatives to Act, Connect, Ag-
gregate, Accelerate, Communicate, and prove results 
and yes, Celebrate together.

Organizations signed on to Eight Action Initiatives: 1) 
Women in the C-Suite with P&L responsibility, 2) CEO 
Leadership and Sponsorship, 3) Women in the Board-
room, 4) Gender Parity and Equity in Pay and Promotion, 
5) Diversity and Inclusion, 6) Entrepreneurship and Ac-
cess to Capital, 7) Learning and Development, 8) Strategic 
Communications, Media and Outreach. We later added 
Women in Technology and a separate group on Capital.

Describe your leadership philosophy, how you’ve 
used it in the past, and how you plan on using it in 
the future.

First of all, credit goes to all. It is not about me. It is 
about “We.” No movement can be built without the 
active engagement of others. It is about gratitude to so 
many that stand up. A collaborative culture is essential 
as a leader. What we have is support of one another.
 
Engagement of others is key and that is the only way 
we build a movement with leadership from many. 
Success is all about respected leaders working to-
gether, engaged in all we do. How fun it is to reach 
out to the hundreds of people I know and seek their 
engagement and best yet is that our board and Ad-

visory and Leaders Councils do the same thing ev-
ery day. How humbling it is to see so many WBC 
women and men make contributions. They make 
introductions and we seek to onboard each into our 
Nine Action Initiative, or with our Organization 
Partners, into our Communications programs and 
so much more.
 
Leadership to me means that age is meaningless. I have 
had 200 interns in my professional career, and we know 
how important young people are. Mentoring and spon-
sorship is a two-way street. We gain so much from build-
ing these partnerships. Passion and commitment are 
critical to success. Hard work is essential. Legacy means 
giving back. Gratitude is my attitude. Thanks to all those 
who have stepped up to lead with WBC.

What accomplishments of WBC are you proudest of? 

To start, I’d say I’m so proud of the fact that 41 women’s 
organizations have come together as an alliance under 
the WBC umbrella. You know, my motto has always 
been, “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go 
far, go together.”

“I’m so proud of the fact that 41 
women’s organizations have come 
together as an alliance under the 

WBC umbrella. You know, my motto 
has always been, If you want to go 
fast, go alone. If you want to go far, 

go together.” 
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WBC Board member Melissa Peake shared, “Collabo-
ration is the essence of building results. There is noth-
ing a group of women, aligned to a common set of 
goals, supported and championed by those who ‘get 
it,’  cannot do!” We believe this is true. Having so many 
organizations working together to achieve the WBC 
goals of Equal Pay, Position and Power for All Busi-
ness Women is compelling. Together, we are working 
to accelerate the advancement of all women in busi-
ness. Robert, you and Lynne Born led our strategy 
with this vision.

I am also proud and humble of the relationships. 
Our growth stems from the strong connections these 
women and men have with one another and the move-
ment. The power of the organizations, our members, 
and their contributions are realized each day. The pas-
sion, energy and commitment of all are contagious.

In addition to the partner organizations, WBC also 
has a growing social movement of advisors and lead-
ers whose network consists of tens of thousands of di-
verse professional women and men, business organi-
zations, public and private companies and the media 
accelerating change through collaboration, advocacy, 
action and accountability. We’re leaving no stone un-
turned, and we have been at it for less than two years. 

How has the pandemic impacted WBC?

That is another thing to be proud of. Just before 
COVID shutdowns began, we were supposed to de-
scend on New York City to celebrate International 
Women’s Day (IWD) on March 9. We had to cancel 
the events. We immediately pivoted and in 24 hours 
held a virtual IWD celebration through Zoom. With 
so many individuals and organizations committed to 
WBC and women, we could go digital quickly and rely 
on the expertise of our partners and community to 
help us get there. 

From that point on, we moved digital on all we did. And 
we did a lot. We moved to form online CEO Roundtables 
with you, Robert, and other online executive forums. We 
built and hosted more than 25 coffee and cocktail “chats,” 
informal online events that allowed our communities to 
learn, share, network and collaborate.

But you know, it’s not just the pandemic. Staring 
down an economic decline, massive unemployment 
and continuing racial tensions driven by the murder 
of George Floyd and protests, we, like many corpo-
rations, had to take a deep breath and look inside to 
look at who we are. We had to take accountability and 
responsibility. 

Edie Fraser

100th Anniversary of Women Suffrage, August 18, 2020.
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I have always had a passion for Di-
versity, Equity and Inclusion (DE&I) 
work. WBC has always been deliberate 
about women of color, but we must do 
more. Now is a moment of reckoning 
for corporate America and this nation. 
Our leaders must practice active and 
empathetic listening and meet it with 
action that will be sustainable.

In full disclosure I am a board 
member at WBC, and I know you 
have spent years committed to 
DE&I. Why is it so fundamental 
to business, our society and the 
future? Why do you believe now is 
the time for leaders to be bold and 
take action?

There is an urgency for diversity. We 
know that to meet our accelerator goals, corporations 
must be deliberate about women of color in leader-
ship. Being diverse is good business, and it impacts our 
economy and our national wellbeing. COVID-19 and 
the recession, combined with tensions over the contin-
ued racism in America, have created an unprecedented 
health crisis, economic crisis and racial inequity crisis, 
highlighting injustices further fueling both unrest and 
a call to action. Business is heeding the call. In corpo-
rate America, our CEOs and Chief Diversity Officers 
(CDOs) are crucial to successfully navigating the cur-
rent challenges. They must drive change and build pipe-
lines of diverse talent and address equity and parity. We 
need leaders demonstrating courage.

We can’t wait to build support for women of color and 
demand support for counting results. The numbers 
need to change as do the cultures. At Women Business 
Collaborative, we are prioritizing the advancement of 
women of color and underrepresented women in our 
action initiatives and emphasizing the importance of 
measuring actions, dismantling the barriers, and cele-
brating the successes. Conversations are challenging, 
but they are critical to our ability to adapt and act. 

There is no doubt the talent is there. We have an entire 

untapped market of women and people of color who 
are equipped and ready to make meaningful contribu-
tions in corporate America. 

What do you see as the key to creating DE&I efforts 
that are sustainable?

First, CEOs and their senior team CDOs with CHROs 
are finding holistic approaches to issues around in-
equality. That means diversity in all aspects of opera-
tions — gaining diverse top talent -- hiring pools, pipe-
lines and succession planning and diverse suppliers. A 
holistic approach is first and foremost about authentic 
leadership. If the CEO and the board are not fully in-
vested and ready to champion these efforts, they will 
not get the traction needed to sustain them. Measure-
ment against goals is critical: What gets measured gets 
done. Share the stories.

What is the relationship between Diversity, Equity 
and Inclusion and our economic future?

“Together, we are working 
to accelerate the advancement 

of all women in business.” 
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 Women Leaders Converge in Washington D.C.
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“America’s demographics are 
increasingly more diverse, 

and our leadership 
should reflect that.” 

It’s the right thing to do and the smart thing to do. 
America’s demographics are increasingly more di-
verse, and our leadership should reflect that. There 
has been a seismic shift in the United States over the 
past 50 years. For the first time in the U.S., white peo-
ple make up less than half of the population under the 
age of 16, according to Brookings Institute. Millenni-
als now represent 30% of the population and are the 
most diverse generational cohort in U.S. history. Gen-
eration Z, coming up behind them, even more so. By 
2040 people of color will be the majority. Today in five 
states minorities are the majority. 

This is ultimately a question of staying relevant in a rapid-
ly changing environment. Today more than a quarter of 
American adults are immigrants or the American-born 
children of immigrants. These shifts mirror other chang-
es in the business landscape that have caused massive dis-
ruption to existing business models. 

Erin Essenmacher, a board member at Eileen Fisher 
and former Chief Strategy Officer and head for the Na-
tional Association of Corporate Directors (NACD), 

said, “If you’re not thinking differently about who is 
sitting around the table, you’re likely not thinking dif-
ferently about other key questions that could hurt the 
company like ‘how is our business model changing?’ 
Or ‘Who is our competition?’” The research proves 
her right.

But the economic story is already written for us. A recent 
study by the World Economic Forum found that compa-
nies with diverse leadership teams reported higher inno-
vation revenue. Companies with above-average diversity 
scores saw a 45% average innovation revenue, while be-
low-average companies only saw 26%. In terms of gen-
der diversity, specifically, there is a consistently positive 
correlation between diverse leadership and profits.

Kaiser Permanente CEO Gregory Adams, on a WBC call, 
shared, “Diversity is holistic in talent and community, and 

Edie Fraser

Edie with C200 members Sandy Peterson and Pam Craig.
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now ‘we have made a 
commitment of $1.7 
billion to Black and 
Hispanic suppliers.’”

How do you see the 
role of Chief Diver-
sity Officer evolving?

CDO roles are par-
amount with action 
and accountability. 
More CDOs are now 
reporting to the CEO 
or president and working with their boards. Sub-
ha Barry, President of Working Mother Media and 
Diversity Best Practices shares some great insights 
with us on CDOs. She said, “These are times of great 
opportunity for Chief Diversity Officers. As more 
CDOs come from key lines of business and report di-
rectly to the CEO, leadership has begun to see more 
value. The current climate creates a new opportunity 
for CDOs to directly interact with the executive lead-
ership team and board to insert inclusive thinking 
into all organizational functions, from recruitment 
to talent development to market outreach. The ur-
gency will fade away. These bridges must be built and 
anchored firmly now.”

Additionally, Erika Brown, CDO at Goldman Sachs, 
calls on CDOs to “Lead from the front, demand the 
most of our people, and speak truth to power, even 
when it’s an unfavorable truth.” 

Brown’s type of leadership requires collaboration and 
frank discussion about the issues at hand, specifical-
ly racism and the experience of the Black community. 
When Goldman Sachs announced in January 2020 that 
IPOs would not be taken public in the United States 
and Europe without at least one diverse board member, 
they set a standard for diversity and inclusion. It shows 
an increased acknowledgment that diversity and eco-
nomic growth are intertwined. Goldman is announc-
ing deep commitments and taking action.

CDOs are at the forefront of ensuring that transpar-
ency around hiring, representation, advancement, 

and management practices is crucial. Collaboration 
and accessible data will improve organizational DE&I 
and make significant leaps to build equity in the work-
place. 

WBC hosted a July 2020 discussion on Leading Dif-
ferently: The Bold New Role of the Chief Diversity Of-
ficer. Felicity Hassan, WBC board member and Man-
aging Director of Audeliss, and Rohini Anand, former 
Global Chief Diversity Officer at Sodexo, consultant, 
and WBC Advisory Board member, facilitated a pan-
el of four CDOs. The conversation was candid – this 
role is not for the faint of heart. It is not merely about 
numbers; CDOs must educate and provide executive 
leadership with the tools to tackle operational and so-
cial challenges.

How do you see CEOs becoming more involved with 
building racial equity?

As Black Lives Matter protests erupted, a lot of 
CEOs took the time to listen and reflect. Listen to 
employees, peers, experts and others and reflect on 
the long-term racism expressed. CEOs moved from 

“Many organizations 
are working closely with WBC 

on building a diverse 
Supply and Demand database 
for board-ready candidates.” 
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Edie with movement Leaders for STEMconnector/Million Women Mentors she founded. From left,Michael Norris; Al Bun-
shaft, Tonie Leatherberry, Edie Fraser, Balaji Ganapathy, Heidi Kleinbach-Sauter and Rob Denson.
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listening to statements of support to action goals. 
CEO activism includes key tenants -- to start, a clear 
connection between the statement, the brand and ac-
tions. Activism includes transparency and account-
ability. CEOs lead the culture – showing employees 
and consumers they are willing to walk the talk and 
show results.

Dr. Sheila Robinson, CEO of Diversity Woman and 
WBC partner, has some great thoughts here. She 
said, “Current diversity and inclusion initiatives have 
benefited black women and women of color the least. 
Positive corporate responses, since the murder of 
George Floyd, to fix the inequities embedded in all 
our systems now focus on how they hire, retain and 
promote talent. We need organizations to be vigilant 
and more equitable in its hiring, nurturing, and pro-
moting women of color.”

Which CEOs do you see as leaders for DE&I efforts 
right now?

Satya Nadella, CEO, Microsoft, continually comes 
out on top of DE&I rankings. Since 2014, Micro-

soft is in the 3% of Fortune 500 com-
panies to report full workforce de-
mographic data. In Microsoft’s 2019 
report, they noted a steady increase in 
the global representation of women, 
especially in technology and leadership 
roles. Today, as with Cisco and Apple 
and Salesforce and others, the tech in-
dustry is under intense pressure to put 
diversity at the top.

Several years ago, PwC US Chairman 
Tim Ryan opened a firmwide conver-
sation about race in the workplace and 

established an alliance for moving up black talent. In 
June 2020, PwC announced it was creating a two-year 
fellowship program to hone the skills and passions of 
employees and advance policy discussions around ra-
cial injustice and discrimination, as did so many other 
companies. 

Blackrock CEO Larry Fink is insisting on board 
diversity and investments in black and gender tal-
ent at the top. Examples of real CEO action with 
their senior teams and board diversity leadership 
will be reviewed in the boardrooms, workrooms 
and marketplace. 

Linda Rendle was named CEO at Clorox for Sept. 
2020, taking the number of women leading Fortune 
500 companies to 38 or 7.6% and growing. Yet where 
are the women of color? The momentum for DE&I 
across the board makes me hopeful that we can accel-
erate progress and create more equity for women and 
people of color.

As the conversation around women in leadership 
gains traction, how do you see the numbers chang-
ing beyond female CEOs?

At WBC, we celebrate growth in the number of wom-
en on boards. Ana Dutra, WBC board member, shares 
results from many board organizations. She advocates 
a strong pipeline of talent, especially the many talent-
ed women of color. Research from Catalyst shows in 
2019, 26.1% of boards in the U.S. had female director-
ship, while 56.2% had three or more female members. 

Edie Fraser		                                                                          	

“No longer can women 
not be at the table! 

Accelerating progress 
toward equality 

requires change.” 
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Edie Fraser
CEO
Women Business Collaborative (WBC)

Edie Fraser is CEO of Women Business Collaborative (WBC), with 
a powerful vision: Equal Position, Pay and Power for all business 
women. 

WBC engages business women’s organization partners and 
stakeholders to accelerate the advancement of women. Edie 
spent 14 years as Managing Director, Diversified Search, and 
Founder and CEO of STEMconnector and Million Women Men-
tors (MWM), with 2.5 million commitments, and she founded 
Diversity Best Practices. As an entrepreneur she built three com-
panies. 

Edie won 56 major Leadership awards and served on boards, 
Chairman of the World Affairs Council of D.C. and a Founding 
Member of C200.  Her books include Do Your Giving While You’re 
Living and Women’s Entrepreneurship in America. 

More women are being appointed to boards than men 
for the first time as we review the numbers in the sum-
mer of 2020.

Many organizations are working closely with WBC 
on building a diverse Supply and Demand database 
for board-ready candidates. Beyond Boards and 
CEOs, we are also looking at the numbers of wom-
en in the C-Suite, more women as controllers of 
capital allocation, pipeline promotions for women 
and more. 

Edie, you founded Diversity Best Practices 20 years 
ago, and your experience as an advocate for diver-
sity in the private sector has given you unique in-
sight. What are the fundamental changes?

Diversity improves a company’s ROI and culture. 
We are at a tipping point now. There is a sense of ur-
gency unique to this moment. People want change 
and will work to make it happen. CDOs are there to 
make legitimate changes. CEOs and boards are finally 
engaged with talent officers to take diversity action. The 
emphasis: accountability.

How is WBC working to accelerate progress for 
women and underrepresented populations? 

While there has been a groundswell of awareness, activ-
ism and energy to accelerate change, progress is slow. 
Women are vastly underrepresented where agendas are 
set and decisions are made. No longer can women not 
be at the table! Accelerating progress toward equality 
requires change. 

WBC and its 41+ partner organizations established 
accelerator goals across nine key areas to advance all 
women in business. We are working to bring additional 
capital, energy, expansive power, and influence for all 
women. Every initiative we have includes a 25% success 
rate for diversity. A critical component is tracking and 
reporting and “shining a light” on success. 
WBC is calling society to action. By arming key stake-
holders —including CEOs, CDOs, community leaders, 
consumers, and employees— with resources and data 
around the issues and highlighting the efforts that are 
working, we expect results. Expect Accountability!

		                                                                                                      CEO WBC
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To Thrive, Companies Need D&I as a Strategic Imperative
By Johanna Zeilstra, CEO, and Henry Pittman, Chief Strategy Officer, Gender Fair

“We believe it is our responsibility to lead the change we expect 
to see for our people and our communities. We can no longer 
accept systemic bias in any of its forms. The time for platitudes 
is behind us — the time for urgent action is now.” 
 –David Ricks, CEO, Eli Lilly & Co.

Over the past six months, society has experienced un-
precedented change due to COVID-19 and the reborn 
civil rights movement. Such changes have led to signifi-
cant uncertainty at the intersection of health, econom-
ics and society. Within the current landscape, business 
leaders need to do more than just survive. Companies 
that want to thrive need to make Diversity and Inclu-
sion (D&I) a strategic imperative.

During this historic moment, we need courageous 
leadership that will support diversity and gender equal-
ity throughout the organization and across the com-
munities it serves. Despite much effort, current D&I 
efforts have not produced sufficient progress. To truly 
succeed, companies need to lead in a bold new way to 

create a truly inclusive culture – one in which D&I is 
built into the very fabric of the organization.

Creating an inclusive workplace requires a real invest-
ment. A foundation for an inclusive culture starts with:
●  	providing transparency of employee demographics
●  	establishing specific D&I goals
●  	measuring and reporting on progress
●  	tying diversity to performance and compensation
●  	adopting processes/tools that debias hiring and 	
	 promotion
●  	monitoring retention of diverse employees

Other steps that could help embed diversity into the 
DNA of organizations: make the Chief Diversity Offi-
cer (CDO) a key member of the executive team or have 
the CEO take on CDO responsibilities as part of her/
his role. Research shows that D&I initiatives work 
when they are supported by the highest levels of lead-
ership. And the kind of leaders we need are passionate 
about D&I, work hard to address their own biases, set 

Now’s the Time for Courageous Leadership

CEO Insight
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aggressive targets for success, and hold the organiza-
tion accountable for results. This aspect of leadership 
is called stewardship.

Yet, even before enacting such policies, it is vital to 
adopt appropriate definitions and metrics. What does 
diversity mean in the context of your workplace? What 
parameters do you want to measure concerning diver-
sity and inclusion policies? What will offer a clear pic-
ture of whether your organization is meeting its goals 
in this area? Do you have access to the right data to an-
swer such queries? 

Many people rely on quantitative metrics alone, yet, 
we are learning more and more, that collecting the 
percentages of women or people of color in an orga-
nization isn’t enough. Rather, it’s important to mea-
sure their success and retention within the organiza-
tion over time. How are people in underserved groups 
moving up in your organization? How can they be best 
supported as they do? 

Only bold leadership that emphasizes and nurtures the 
importance of an inclusive culture can help us answer 
these questions in an actionable way – allowing indus-
try to move beyond the numbers to something more 
meaningful and equitable that can be sustained over 
the long haul.

A great example of this is Eli Lilly, which gathered qual-
itative data from women about tangible and perceived 
challenges to female career advancement. They used a 
business tool called the Patient Journey that was previ-
ously used to understand patient perspectives on their 
products.  It allowed them to take an “employee-centric” 
approach to understanding “key moments of truth” for 
women – enabling them to identify the tensions that Lil-
ly needs to address in order to improve the experience 
and engagement of female employees as they progress 
in their careers. This creative approach quickly moved 
the needle on women’s leadership up 3% in the first year 
alone, and is now being applied to African American, 
Asian, and Latino populations.

In these times of crisis, we show the world who we are 
and for what we stand. Today’s issues demonstrate the 

need to strengthen organizations via diversity, inclu-
sion and action. It is no longer a nice-to-have – it is a 
necessity. 

We need leaders to become even bolder and more au-
dacious in the way they think, collaborate and inno-
vate. By supporting initiatives to help workers from 
diverse communities become the leaders of today and 
tomorrow, our society can reach the ideals to which all 
should aspire: fairness, equity and opportunity for all.

Johanna Zeilstra

Ms. Zeilstra has over 25 years’ ex-
perience in strategy, operations 
and change leadership, including 
eight years at PricewaterhouseC-
oopers and six years at JPMorgan 
Chase. She is currently CEO of Gen-
der Fair, a platform that uses data 
analytics to determine an organi-

zation’s progress towards diversity and inclusion. Prior to 
this, she co-founded GiveBack, an innovative platform that 
makes it easy for companies to build authentic and impact-
ful workplace giving and other social responsibility initia-
tives, sponsored in part by Oprah Winfrey.

Ms. Zeilstra sits on a number of boards, including The CEO 
Forum and Princeton’s Faith Work Initiative.

Henry Pittman

Henry Pittman has accumulated 
20 years of experience in strategy, 
innovation, transformation, and 
venture capital, with organiza-
tions such as the U.S. Department 
of Defense, General Dynamics, 
Honeywell, Innovation Enterprise, 

and GSC360. He is currently Chief Strategy Officer at Gender 
Fair and Founder of GSC360. 

Mr. Pittman’s focus on ‘Growth Thinking’ explains how entre-
preneurship, growth strategy, business transformation, and 
business innovation challenge the conventional corporate 
thinking and provide a strategic blueprint for sustainable 
business transformation and growth. 
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After Black Lives Matter, 
Now Comes the Hard Part

By Mitchell B. Reiss
President and CEO of The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 2014 to 2019

The Black Lives Matter movement and civil rights pro-
tests across the country, triggered by the issue of police 
violence, have heightened awareness of racial inequali-
ty. Public and private institutions are issuing statements 
of solidarity, re-examining their hiring practices and 
workplace cultures, and promising social justice.

These good intentions should be applauded. But the 
hard part is yet to come. How do we translate expres-
sions of goodwill by corporate CEOs and others into 
tangible and measurable progress?  

One institution’s experience with creating a new work-
place culture a few years ago offers some useful guide-
lines. The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation was cre-
ated in 1926 by John D. Rockefeller Jr. to preserve the 
ideals of the Founding Fathers. Mr. Rockefeller’s dream 
blossomed into a colonial village encompassing hun-
dreds of actor-interpreters, including George Wash-

ington, Thomas Jefferson and James Madison.  It also 
included African Americans who portrayed actual en-
slaved and freed Black men and women from the 18th 
century.  

Self-assessment
Developing a healthy workplace culture in such an envi-
ronment presented its own special challenges. Our first 
step was to undertake a 360-degree assessment of the 
organization and of our relationship with our visitors, 
our donors and the community. The assessment re-
vealed that there wasn’t a single person of color in senior 
management and precious few in middle management. 
Very few programs addressed the daily experiences of 
enslaved and free Blacks. We estimated that less than 1% 
of our visitors were minorities.

We knew that many talented members of minority 
groups were in the workforce and had not been given 

CEO Insight
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the same opportunities as their White colleagues. We 
just had to search a little harder to find them. The analo-
gy we used was to Michael Lewis’s Moneyball, where the 
General Manager of the Oakland Athletics, Billy Beane, 
used advanced analytics to locate overlooked gems for 
his baseball team.      

HR overhaul
This meant we needed to overhaul our Human Re-
sources department to fundamentally change the way 
we hired, trained and promoted people. We brought 
two professional recruiters “in house” so that we could 
ensure that our searches would cast the widest possible 
net. We set measurable targets for minority candidates 
contacted and interviewed. We hired the Foundation’s 
first-ever Diversity and Inclusion Officer to implement 
and evaluate these procedures and communicate our 
progress to the employees. The result was the most di-
verse and inclusive management team and board in the 
Foundation’s history. 

We also empowered our African American interpret-
ers in two ways.  First was to prioritize their safety. We 
adopted a zero-tolerance policy, where they had the 
authority to evict any guest for inappropriate behavior. 
Second, we needed to have a reckoning with our his-
tory, not by marginalizing or silencing our Founding 
Fathers, but by making room on stage for more diverse 
voices. We invited our actor-interpreters to develop 
new programs that would tell the heart-breaking and 
often inspiring stories of the enslaved and free Blacks 
who worked in Colonial Williamsburg and even fought 
for the Revolution.  

Ethical and good for business
Employee safety and more diverse programming was 
not only the ethical thing to do; we knew it would also 
be good for business. After all, America itself was rap-
idly changing its ethnic and racial composition and 
would soon consist of a non-white majority.  We also 
knew that the Millennial generation would pass the 
Boomers as the largest cohort in the country in 2019 
and that they demanded a different type of historical 
experience. Our goal was to build a Colonial Williams-
burg that would inspire all Americans regardless of 
color, creed, ethnicity, religion, or age. 

Finally, we partnered with the First Baptist Church of 
Williamsburg, the oldest African American church in 
the country. First Baptist had a bell in its belfry that had 
not been rung for more than half a century. We mend-
ed the bell and, as a symbol of racial reconciliation, 
invited the two families of Thomas Jefferson to be the 
first persons to ring this Freedom Bell. A few months 
later, we shipped the Freedom Bell to Washington, 
D.C., where President Obama rang it to celebrate the 
opening of the National Museum of African American 
History and Culture.  

This is not to say that everything was smooth sailing. 
We received some vicious hate mail and a few donors 
angrily withdrew their support. But these changes 
were overwhelmingly well-received by our colleagues, 
which voted Colonial Williamsburg one of the best 
places to work in the country. They were also well-re-
ceived by our guests, who reversed a multi-year decline 
in visitation, and by our donors, who increased their 
gift support.  

As the adage goes, “I can’t hear what you’re saying be-
cause your actions are speaking so much more loudly.” 
We are now at another inflection point, where we have 
an opportunity to merge history and hope into a fairer 
and more equitable society for all Americans. We need 
to seize it.

Mitchell B. Reiss was the President 
and CEO of the Colonial Williams-
burg Foundation from 2014 to 2019. 
He served previously as President 
of Washington College, as Director 
of Policy Planning at the U.S. State 
Department, and as Special Envoy 
to the Northern Ireland Peace Pro-

cess with the rank of Ambassador, where he worked close-
ly with the British and Irish governments to finally end the 
“Troubles.” 

Reiss is currently a Distinguished Fellow at the Woodrow Wil-
son International Center for Scholars in Washington, D.C. 
examining the future of U.S. - China relations. He consults for 
both nonprofit and for-profit institutions in the U.S. and over-
seas.
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J. Patrick Gallagher Jr.      											         

Pat takes a moment to engage with 
employees at Gallagher’s headquarters in 
Rolling Meadows, Illinois.
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Robert Reiss: Pat, you’ve been CEO of Gallagher 
for 25 years. It’s a Fortune 500 insurance enterprise 
with $7.2 billion in revenue, almost 34,000 employ-
ees. Talk about the business.

Pat Gallagher: Well, first of all, Robert, to be clear, 
we’re insurance brokers and we’re a claims servicing 
company. We’re an insurance enterprise, but we’re not 
an insurance risk-taker. That’s a very big differentia-
tion. So, if you look at Travelers, Allstate and compa-
nies like that, we’re more partners of those organiza-
tions than we are competitors. 

As brokers, our job is to help clients put together what 
they need in terms of the purchases that they make 
from these insurance companies that actually take the 
risk. We piece together a risk management / insurance 
program for a client, regardless of size, whether it’s 

your homeowners all the way up to a Fortune 1000 or 
Fortune 100 company. In terms of balancing what it is 
you buy, why you buy it, understanding why you need 
it, and then accomplishing the placement, that is really 
what we do. And that’s where we compete day-in and 
day-out – what are all the things that you face that give 
you a scare for the future, and how can we help you so 
you can face your future with confidence.

What do you see as the role of insurance in society?

You’ll hear people talk about insurance greasing the 
wheels. I do believe that insurance is the oxygen of 
commerce. And by that I mean if you don’t have insur-
ance, you just really don’t have commerce. You’re not 

going to send a ship across the ocean with containers. 
You’re not going to build a building. You’re not going 
to start a business. You’re not going to own a home in 
most instances without insurance, and that isn’t some-
thing that people even think about … it’s just a byprod-
uct. And when you think of it that way, then you start 
to say, ‘Well, that’s pretty darned important because I 
want to start a business,’ and I tell you, we see this. 

I’ve seen this in the history of our company looking at 
my grandfather’s results in 1929 through 1932 during 
the Great Depression. His clients kept paying their 
premiums because even though their businesses were 
incredibly stressed, they needed that insurance to take 
care of something that could go wrong. Roll the tape 
forward to 2008, 2009, a similar situation and during 
this pandemic, it’s the same. People recognize, al-
though they don’t typically love it, they recognize that 
without the insurance there is no trading, and I think 
that’s a hugely important consideration. 

I’m proud of that as our industry and proud to be part 
of that because, as I said to you before I really do believe 
that the only hope for the human race in terms of its in-
cessant effort to try to find a way to live on this planet 
peacefully is trade. I don’t think people tend to blow 
up stuff that they own. The only way you’ve got trade is 
if you have insurance. It’s really that important, and I 
think that, at the gut level, business owners and family 
people understand that.

The CEO Forum Group 
has selected J. Patrick 
Gallagher Jr.  and  
Gallagher insurance 

brokerage for the 2020 Transformative 
CEO Award in Leadership in the catego-
ry of Insurance. This has been bestowed for 
their exceptional culture of customer care 
and for Gallagher’s vision in positioning 
the entire insurance industry as the oxygen 
that drives commerce.
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“Insurance is the oxygen of 
commerce. And by that I mean if you 
don’t have insurance, you just really 

don’t have commerce. You’re not 
going to send a ship across the ocean 

with containers. You’re not going to 
build a building. You’re not going 

to start a business.” 

Chairman, President & CEO Gallagher
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By the way, the business is unbelievably creative. This is 
one of the reasons that I’m proud to be able to do this 
interview because I’m a person that does like to speak 
about this great industry. Insurance is actually unbeliev-
ably creative. When I first got started in the early ‘70s, 
directors and officers coverage was kind of a new prod-
uct line. We’re going to insure these men and women 
that are going to make mistakes. Of course, today, it’s 
a very common coverage and it’s something that most 
companies, even private companies, need and buy. 
And then you carry on to satellite launch insurance and 
things like that where people go, ‘Wow! You do that?’

And today, the stuff that we’re insuring -- you know, 
whoever heard of cyber 10 to 15 years ago, I didn’t, but 
we’re out telling our clients every day, down to the gas 
station owner, ‘Buy this coverage because you’re go-
ing to experience a cyber-attack, and you’ll need some 
help.’ So, the business is creative in how it deals with the 
needs that our clients have, the needs of our trading so-
ciety, and it’s just part of it. It’s creative, it’s energetic, 
and by the way, it’s fun.

So, as a broker, your role is to be objective and rep-
resent buyers.

Yes, we represent the buyers. So, our role is to take 
those who are selling products and selling protection, 
which is a very noble part of the transaction. We don’t 
exist without risk-takers, and there’s no insurance with-
out risk-takers. So, when people say ‘All those insurance 
companies, they make all the money, look at the build-
ings,’ they really don’t make all the money, and they 
step up and take a pretty big chunk of risk to keep peo-
ple’s businesses going. So, yes, we have to be objective 
for the client and say this is really what you need. And 
many times, especially in times like this, you have the 
clients say, ‘Look, I can only spend this amount. I’m not 
spending one dime more than this. What do I buy?’ And 
it’s our job to help them sort that out.

Insurance is a highly competitive space. Talk about 
how your model is different.

Well, we’re very different, Robert, and that’s another 
thing that I’m proud of. We’re coming up on a hundred 
years. There’s a major transaction that will occur in our 
business, Aon will buy Willis, and then you will end up 
really with three companies that are of great size. Hav-
ing said that, there are 30,000 and maybe even more 
than that, agents and brokers that are firms in the Unit-

In honor of Gallagher’s 90th anniversary, employees across the globe were encouraged to volunteer, striving to reach 90,000 volunteer hours. In 
conjunction with the Chicago Cubs partnership, Gallagher fulfilled its 90th year of volunteering and giving goal Oct. 3, 2019 at Gallagher Way outside 
Wrigley Field in Chicago.

J. Patrick Gallagher Jr.      											         
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ed States alone. Some of them are down to one person 
organizations, and many of them are thousands of peo-
ple. So, to your point, there’s lots of competition, and 
that’s a good thing for our clients because when we get 
in front of them, we have to answer the question why 
we’re better than anybody, because insurance is a very 
personal thing. And if we’re going to get hired, we’ve 
got to convince you that you want to put your future in 
our hands.

Gallagher has won many awards including most eth-
ical companies in the world, best companies to work 
for, best companies for women. But everything 
stems from the concept of The Gallagher Way. 

The Gallagher Way was written in 1984 and it was writ-
ten because, as a private company that my grandfather 
started in 1927, we were taking the company public. 
Now, we were only a $60 million enterprise at the time. 
I give my dad a lot of credit for having the vision to see 
that being public was a smart thing to do, because it 
gave us a currency to bring others together. 

There was a trail of becoming an SEC-regulated, pub-
licly-traded company, and that had our culture shak-
ing. The culture was not happy. Bob Gallagher took 
my grandfather’s, if you will, the tenets of what he had 
learned from my grandfather, and wrote them down 
as The Gallagher Way, which to this day is probably the 
most important cultural statement that we have in our 
company. 

When you look at The Gallagher Way document, we 
didn’t use the words diversity and inclusion in 1984, 
but they’re all there. Everybody’s important. Every job 
is important. I never asked anybody to do something I 
wouldn’t do. Everybody—men, women, people of col-
or —we’re all going to be a team, and we’ll win together. 
That resonates today just like it did 46 years ago.

As a 25-year CEO, talk about your leadership 
philosophy.

I know this sounds cliché, but I think one of the things 
that was ground into the culture of the company is that 
we are reliant on all of our people. If you look at our 

Mission Statement, it’s very clear. We wrote this in 
the middle 1980s —that we are, number one, in busi-
ness for our clients. And this is well before the last few 
years of Wall Street leaders starting to talk about hav-
ing ‘purpose that is greater than just making money for 
shareholders;’ that’s been part of our DNA from the 
beginning. 

And this idea that everyone’s important …. You know, if 
the troops don’t eat they’re not very good when they get 
to the battle. So, the people who are making the food are 
just as important as the people fighting the battle, and 
that really resonates in our company. I think the awards 
that we received are not awards that we went seeking. 
That’s not fair; we did seek to be one of the World’s 
Most Ethical Companies award. We applied for that. 

And I will tell you, Robert, and I appreciate this, they 
make it more difficult every year to win. We get graded 
by them on different criteria, ‘Okay you’re strong and 
strong here. You’re not as strong as you need to be here,’ 
and we react to that. We try to say, ‘Look, if you’ve got a 
good point, we want to be better.” 

As an example, we’re working hard to be stronger on 
the environment. We thought that we can do better at 
the things that can help the environment. So we’re con-
stantly learning, but really the core of our culture is to 
recognize that our people are our most important day-
to-day product. That after our clients and our people, 
the insurance companies who take the risks are clear-
ly important. Our communities are key to what we do. 
That’s where we live and where we breathe. As we’ve 
completed acquisitions, what we’ve developed is the lo-

“I really do believe that the only 
hope for the human race in terms 

of its incessant effort to try to find a 
way to live on this planet peacefully is 

trade. I don’t think people tend 
to blow up stuff that they own. 

The only way you’ve got trade is if 
you have insurance.” 

Chairman, President & CEO Gallagher
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cal community presence that’s supported by this larger 
organization of 33,000 people, which you can get on 
the phone quickly to solve a local community issue as it 
relates to your risk management. 

You can do that and at the same time have great reward 
for your shareholders, and we’ve had them in that order 
since we went public in 1984.

I’d like to sound like it was all something that we did 
because we just wanted to be good folks. There’s some 
of that, but also I do believe there’s economics involved. 
You know, I’ve said for years—I lecture in our company 
dozens and dozens of times a year —and I always say, 

‘Look, you’re not looking at the face of the buyer.’ I’m a 
privileged guy who grew up in the suburbs of Chicago, 
who had a great college education, and that’s not our 
buyer. So, we better be good at making sure that we re-
flect what’s out there in terms of who the customer is 
going to be and then, of course, yes, we do want to be 
altruistic. 

We want to help people get ahead. And by the way, it’s 
not altruism to the extent that you come aboard with 
Gallagher and you’re not expected to contribute. You’re 
not going to keep the best women if it’s all just about the 
fact that you recruit and hire women. They want to be 
challenged, and they want to challenge the men, and 
they want to challenge the rest of the organization and 
the world, and they want to be promoted for that. 57% 
of our promotions last year went to women, and they 
earned every single one of them. They earned it and I 
think that’s just the environment we want to build.

“Our communities are key to what 
we do. That’s where we live and 

where we breathe.” 

Pat attends Presidents Club for a global dinner recognizing Gallagher Global Brokerage award winners.

J. Patrick Gallagher Jr.      											         
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What it sounds like to me is that the core of every-
thing you do is common sense. 

I think that’s fair. I think that the idea that you know in-
surance is a common-sense business. You can, in fact, 
help a client sit down and see what the risks are out 
there, and many of these risks are not insurable. Busi-
ness people take a ton of risks that have nothing to do 
with insurance, but they like to have some help and dis-
cussion around what they should be doing with that.

Talk about your thoughts post-pandemic.

The most important thing is that we’re going to be able to 
sit with clients and talk through risk. So, for instance, we 
put on a ton of webinars right now about helping people 
go back to their offices. What does it take to go back in 
your office and do it safely with your employees? We’re 
getting thousands of people signing up for these webi-
nars because they need that help. How many people can 
come back? How do I keep social distancing? Do they 
need to be wearing masks? How do you meet with co-
horts? What happens when you’ve got a second wave? Do 
you shut the whole office down? What is deep cleaning?

This pandemic is going to give us the mandate and op-
portunity to be talking to people about the importance 
of dealing with risk. It’s out there. We didn’t see this 
pandemic coming. There were people like Bill Gates 
who said we ought to be thinking about it, and you’re 
not paying attention folks. The fact is most of our busi-
nesses that will survive this, will survive because they 
put the effort into figuring out how to get it done. When 
I go to the local restaurant for a takeout dinner and that 
guy’s surviving and thriving, maybe not thriving like 
they were in January and February, but making it work. 

Ultimately, I think we all have to make this work as 
best as we can. And despite all the challenges, we can 
emerge stronger. 

On that note, Pat, it’s great to have you on The CEO 
Show.

It’s been a pleasure, Robert.

J. Patrick Gallagher Jr.
Chairman, President and Chief Executive Officer
Gallagher

J. Patrick Gallagher  Jr. began his career with Gallagher as an 
intern in 1972, started working for the company full time in 
1974 as a production account executive and was promoted to 
Vice-President Operations in 1985. Pat was elected to the Board 
of Directors in 1986. In 1990, he was named President and Chief 
Operating Officer and, in 1995, was appointed Chief Executive 
Officer by the Board of Directors. In 2006 Pat was appointed 
Chairman of the Board.

In 2007, he was granted Freedom of the City of London by the 
city’s Lord Mayor in recognition of his outstanding contribu-
tion to the Lloyd’s insurance market and for his support of the 
Gallagher Lifelong Learning scholarships. Pat was named 2018 
Hall of Fame Laureate for Illinois State University’s Katie School 
of Insurance and Risk Management. And in 2019, he was recog-
nized with the Lifetime Achievement Award by Reactions Mag-
azine.

Pat holds a Bachelor of Arts in Government from Cornell Uni-
versity.

Chairman, President & CEO Gallagher
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Doubling Down During the Pandemic; 
Bringing Back Smiles

Robert Reiss: Byte has grown an astounding 700% 
year over year. What’s your model?

Neeraj Gunsagar: We are the number one con-
sumer-rated at-home orthodontic treatment 
by leading review sites. Consumers go through 
doctor-directed treatment plans that use remote 
monitoring to straighten and whiten their teeth 
from the comfort of their home. The real beauty 
of this business is we’ve been intensely focused 
on the complete consumer experience since Day 
One. Thought was put into every step, from the 
customization of treatment plans, to the elevat-

ed unboxing experience of the aligner kits and 
everything in between. We aim to make the con-
sumer feel safe and comfortable throughout their 
entire journey.

We knew that there was an opening in the market 
for mild to moderate cases of orthodontics, and our 
plan was to serve this underserved market. For the 
last several decades, orthodontic care was inacces-
sible and very difficult to afford for most consumers 
in the country. Less than 40% of counties in the U.S. 
actually have an orthodontist. We call this the under-
served side of the market.
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During the pandemic, while many companies were 
shrinking, you actually grew 1,000%.

When we first hit the pandemic and everyone was 
quarantined, we noticed all competitors had to pull 
back marketing because they had to shut down retail 
stores. They couldn’t figure out the direct-to-con-
sumer model fast enough, meanwhile we already had 
been running our entire business that way. We were a 
profitable enterprise, so I made the decision to double 
down in making sure that consumers across the coun-
try felt like this was a brand they could trust and was 
completely safe.

By doubling down and investing more in the business 
during this timeframe, we ended up not only seeing 
massive growth in customers, but also grew our em-
ployee count from 100 people in January to 500 peo-
ple today. Think about this, within a shelter-in-place 
environment, we were able to make sure consumers 
knew we were there for them, delivering smiles at un-
precedented times, while employing hundreds with 
new jobs.

Does your process hurt your relationships with 
dentists and orthodontists?

Actually, quite the opposite. We are taking an under-
served market of those who often cannot afford ortho-
dontists and provide a new route to oral healthcare. 
Our clients have become more focused on dentistry 
and oral health maintenance than ever before, which 
leads those with more serious cases to the orthodon-
tist. On top of that, our customer base post-treatment 
is looking to protect their smile and engage with a 
dentist for a long-term relationship. As they say, a ris-
ing tide lifts all boats.

How long does the process take?

Our treatment plans are some of the shortest in the 
industry thanks to our proprietary HyperByte aligner 
system. People can achieve a smile they love in as little 
as three months for a fraction of the cost. We focus on 
mild to moderate cases, such as gradual shifting that 
happens as you get older.

What was shocking to me is one out of every four peo-
ple in this country are afraid to open their mouth and 
smile because of how their teeth look. So, in a short 
period of time you get your smile back. We like to say 
we’re changing the world one smile at a time.

Any customer examples you can share?

One day in the office I could hear a woman in our Byte 
advisor group crying on the phone. I went over and 
tapped her on the shoulder to see why she was crying. 
I could hear a woman on the other end of the phone 
crying as well. She told me not to worry and that she 
was speaking to a mother whose daughter had tried 
to commit suicide twice because she was getting bul-
lied about the way her teeth looked at school. She was 
finally able to give Byte as a gift for her daughter be-
cause it was an affordable option. Her daughter was 
now on month four of her treatment. She was feeling 
confident again, and the mother said, “I finally have 
my daughter back.”

At that moment, I realized that Byte not only had a 
huge underserved market to focus on, but had a real 
opportunity to change the world. We do it one smile 
at a time.

Neeraj Gunsagar is the Presi-
dent and CEO of Byte. He has 
helped the company grow 
1000% since 2019. He holds a 
bachelor’s degree from the 
Haas School of Business, UC 
Berkeley. 

Gunsagar began his career 
as an investment banker with Donaldson, Lufkin and 
Jenrette, and subsequently held positions at Qualcomm 
Ventures, Garnett & Helfrich Capital and Matrix Partners 
India. 

Prior to joining Byte, Neeraj was CMO for TrueCar. Neer-
aj’s greatest and proudest role is being Dad to his two sons. 
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Robert Reiss: Talk about Microsoft’s culture be-
fore and during the pandemic. 

Toni Townes-Whitley: There is a culture at Microsoft 
all up that has been deeply influenced and continues 
to be by our CEO of the last six years, Satya Nadel-
la, and then there’s a culture that’s been burgeoning 
within the U.S. business. That culture has both an 

internal—for our employees—but also an external 
instantiation with our customers, our partners and 
stakeholders. With the Microsoft culture all up, we 
started with shifting the culture from a know-it-all to 
a learn-it-all culture with this construct called growth 
mindset, which we borrowed from Carol Dweck at 
Stanford, to say curiosity would be the intersection of 
all of our competencies, and that our desire would be 
to learn more versus to know more, and to learn more 
together on a journey. 

At Microsoft, given our size, complexity and the stratifica-
tion that can occur in our portfolio, the idea of operating as 
One Microsoft to bring every asset of Microsoft to a prob-
lem actually was fairly new; and we started to work on that 
culture. Then it was around customers, not in a transac-
tional way, but customers when we are bringing solutions 
that are long-term, and we’re building relationships and 
building trust, and then, finally, this conversation about 
inclusion which began with some of the first work done on 
unconscious bias training that we did five years ago.

        
Toni Townes-Whitley

The CEO Forum Group has 
selected Toni Townes-Whitley 
and Microsoft for the 2020 
Transformative CEO Award 
in Leadership in the category of 

Culture. This is for implementing a culture built on 
growth mindset with curiosity at the center, and for 
her commitment to bring authenticity and deep respect 
into her leadership.

2020
Transformative
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Toni Townes-Whitley, President, U.S. Regulated Industries at Microsoft, and Jason Zander, Executive Vice President of Microsoft Azure, speaking at 
Microsoft’s Government Leaders Summit, October 8, 2019.
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Interestingly enough, two years ago we started a cul-
ture journey that really focused all of the leadership 
team in the U.S. who went down to Montgomery, Ala-
bama and met with Bryan Stevenson. This is before the 
movie came out, “Just Mercy” and before Bryan be-
came a superstar. We learned about the culture of the 
African American experience in the deep South. Then 
we went to L.A. and started to learn about DACA and 
immigration on our southern border. Through these 
discussions we started a learning journey to under-
stand empathy -- how would we bring more empathy 
into the way that we serve our customers and work to-
gether. In fact, Satya said the number one core compe-
tency he looks for from leaders is empathy. 

We thought that was an interesting corporate term. 
Bryan helped us understand a frame for empathy. This 
frame, empathy in action, began with real proximity 
to get close enough to an audience, a problem or an 
issue to learn beyond its superficial level, understand 
the narrative, and then reconstruct it where necessary 
to get authentic perspectives.

Finally, add hope. Hope is part of this idea of empathy 
in that you cannot be overly pessimistic in this goal of 
learning and building empathy and finally take action. 

So we’ve been on this path of building empathy and 
learning about each other’s history, their paths, their 
authenticity, their true self, their true north, for the 
last couple of years. We then focus on applying our in-
novation, not getting as excited about what we build, 
but more excited about what we apply to a certain is-
sue—a social issue, a customer issue, a business issue, 
a government issue. 

We’re still learning as the whole world is still learn-
ing about this pandemic. We created care officers. 
During the pandemic, every one of my units had a 
care officer and all they did was reach in and check in 
with everybody on the team to see who needed what. 
We built  geographic networks, so if you’re in one 
place with your family in another, we can have Mi-
crosoft employees in that geographic location drive 
by, look in a window, put up a sign, and let that fam-
ily member know that you were doing okay. Through 

the pandemic, economic recession, and the associat-
ed challenges, we had to bring our whole portfolio to-
gether, to help the company get into a remote work, 
remote learn, remote everything situation across the 
sectors that I serve. 

Then we have this re-awakening around racial injus-
tice after Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and Ahmaud 
Arbery. The company had just been working through 
the concept of empathy in the workplace and now are 
faced with the tough conversations about unpeeling 
systemic racism, unpeeling and defining privilege, 

and understanding what it is to show empathy. So in 
many ways, we have the constructs in place and what 
we’ve been doing is operationalizing those constructs 
in the midst of a trifecta in our market of a pandemic, 
economic recession and social justice re-awakening. 

I’m so thankful that we had already started the work, 
so that we could start to apply that work versus being 
right there at the front having to learn in real-time.

How has your upbringing helped to shape you as a 
human being and effective executive? 

Let me just start with deep humility. I give an amaz-
ing amount of credit to my parents. I’m a public sector 
baby. I grew up with public servants. My dad gradu-
ated from University of Pennsylvania in the military. 
At that point, African Americans could not be officers. 
He became a non-commissioned officer, got picked up 
in officer’s training school early and ended up becom-
ing a three-star general and running the Army budget 
as the full controller of the Army.

My mom was educated at Columbia University Teach-
ers College and became a principal, an Elementary 
School principal highlighted as Principal of the Year 
by former President Bill Clinton. My parents kept 

“We’ve been on this path of building 
empathy, learning about each other’s 
history, their path, their authenticity, 

their true self.” 
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the mantra in our family – “To whom much is given, 
much will be required,” which happens to be a Bible 
verse that my parents prayed over us daily. Beyond that 
was the sense that everybody will serve. Everybody in 
my family, all my brothers, my cousins, they generally 
serve in the military. My choice was the Peace Corps.

So, from that public sector orientation came three years 
on the Equator in Gabon where I learned a lot of lessons 
about myself. I think I gained more than I ever gave, but 
there I built schools, and I taught 700 students in a little 
village on the Equator in Gabon, and in that, I learned. 
I had some of my most consultative moments with my 
23-year-old self, not realizing the bias that I brought. 

I secured one of the self-help funds from the State 
Department to build water catchment systems for 23 

village homes because walking to get 
water every day seemed to me very, 
very arduous. It was a four-kilometer 
round-trip walk with carried water. 
The women primarily did this work 
and I thought there must be a more ef-
ficient way to do it to make their lives 
easier.  There’s a rainy season. We are 
going to capture this rain and filter it 
and we’re going to have a much better 
experience. 

What I learned at 23 was my Ameri-
can view about efficiency did not align 
with why the women were walking to 
get water. There’s so much more cul-
turally about that walk where Gab-
onese young girls learned how to be 
women. It was a much more collegial 
walk and in trying to fix one problem, 
I created others. 

I created a village that looked a little 
bit like condos in New York City. It 
was pretty rough, and I ended up of-
fending every elder in the village and 
had to come back and apologize and 
learn that we bring a bias, and we need 
to accept and learn and challenge our 

assumptions. That was my Peace Corps journey. 

I had some great training at Princeton University with 
an economics background that allowed me to create 
and think about models and how variables come to-
gether, and I became excited about running daily re-
gressions. When you get the scatter plot of different 
pieces of information and how do you find the critical 
path? 

If there’s anything that’s influenced my career most, 
other than my Peace Corps moments of learning and 
humility and my regression analysis at Princeton, it’s 
been the public sector orientation from the family 
and then parenting. I have five kids and now a seventh 
grandchild is on the way, and if you don’t learn any-
thing as an athlete and as a Peace Corps volunteer, you 

        
Toni Townes-Whitley
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“During the pandemic, every one of 
my units had a care officer and all 
they did was reach in and check in 
with everybody on the team to see 

who needed what.” 
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learn it with a family and the kids that give you more 
feedback than you’ve ever requested. 

What are you excited about that Microsoft is do-
ing now or will be doing that’s going to really im-
prove the social capital in our communities and in 
our world? 

What I’m probably most excited about is really this 
role of Microsoft evolving into digital leadership, 
and I define that as not only the transformation, the 
digital transformation of every type of organization 
—whether it be commercial or public sector—on the 
planet, but the conversation about going beyond what 
we transform to how you transform. 

Transforming with ethical principles, understand-
ing issues of privacy, transparency, security, and 
also transforming with a sense of social justice, a 
sense of what does it mean in terms of bias and/or al-
gorithms that can drive bias. So it’s not just enough 
to transform. You have to be a digital leader. You 
have to think about how you transform and how 
you hold yourself accountable for the nature of that 
transformation, and then going beyond the what 
and the how to the who. Who gets the dividend of 
the transformation? 

If  we’re not intentional, we might increase or exac-
erbate existing disparities between men and women, 
between people of color, all the various groups with 
people with disabilities. We need to ensure that there’s 
a dividend for all in this transformation, and in fact 
consider possibly over-compensating for those groups 
that have been marginalized. 

This technology can leapfrog certain organizations 
and certain audiences. It is in that construct where 
I’m most excited that Microsoft is really starting to 

lean in. I think about that in terms of our carbon nega-
tive stance that was announced at Davos with not only 
the idea of going negative—not carbon neutral -- but 
removing the carbon impact that we’ve had on the 
planet. We put together the billion dollar investment 
fund to find the other technologies that create carbon 
negativity as a capability across many organizations. 

I think about our recent announcement for digital 
skilling for 25 million Americans, and we’re lever-
aging our LinkedIn acquisition using economic 
graphs to say, “Hey, where are the digital jobs and 
the digital economy over the next 20 years? What 
are the eight to 10 core learning paths and compe-
tencies that are needed for those jobs?” And now 
we’re going to provide those free of charge and al-
low people to access those. 

We’re focusing on people who have been marginal-
ized out of other job categories, and providing them 
with nominal fee certifications and capabilities multi-
modal. So if you’re a visual learner or more of a tactile 
learner, an audio learner, if you have certain learning 
disabilities, we can provide it with our platforms in 
different ways, and we’re going to ensure that we get 
employers ready to provide those job opportunities 
and learn how to in-take these new digital skills. 

Really important in the U.S. as well is the racial and 
social equity three-part program Microsoft recent-
ly announced. Microsoft is looking at its own self, 
looking at our own organization. What is the experi-
ence for Black and African Americans and people of 
color in Microsoft? What does that progression look 
like? But not only that, what does it look like in our 
supplier ecosystem? 

We do a lot of business. We’ve got a huge balance sheet. 
How proportionate and how representative do we 
have minority organizations across our supplier sys-
tem? And then how do we intentionally choose three 
or four areas like criminal justice reform, like health-
care inequities, like we’re looking at Black and African 
American-owned financial institutions to support 
our portfolio investment activities and increasing the 
number of Black- and African American-owned com-
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“My parents kept the mantra in our 
family—‘to whom much is given, 

much is required,’ which happens 
to be a Bible verse that my parents 

prayed over us daily.” 

    
Toni Townes-Whitley	

munity partners in the US. Where can we use these so-
cial engineering capabilities to have an impact? 

Within my remit is K-12 and Higher Education. If 
there’s one thing we learned out of the COVID crisis is 
the incredible disparity in K-12 across this country in 
educational systems, less so at the higher ed, but abso-
lutely evident in K-12. So there’s a lot we’re doing out-
side of just building great tech, and that’s where I think 
the fuel is coming within the Microsoft organization.

What is your hope for business as a whole, the 
economy and society, as we come out on the other 
side of this pandemic? As they say, unprecedented 
change provides unprecedented opportunities to 
look at things and do things differently.

The business frame that we’ve been using at Micro-
soft has been this idea of responding, rebounding and 
re-imagining. If you think about the businesses that 
we’ve been working in -- whether I’m working with 
healthcare providers, or I’m working with financial 
institutions and capital markets, or the federal gov-
ernment, or academic medical centers or the state of 
Texas. Independent of the sector, all are in this frame 
of ‘how do we respond?’ 

We see a series of phases happening through the course 
of COVID: responding, rebounding and reimagining. 
There are still response efforts, and for us that means 
putting Windows Virtual Desktop and our productiv-
ity solutions, like Microsoft Teams, allowing and sup-
porting remote work and remote learning throughout 
this, as well as bringing our bot capabilities, so that we 
can triage efforts using artificial intelligence, looking 
at all forms of high-performance computing particu-
larly for our financial markets that are trying to, if you 
will, do lending and push huge stimulus packages in a 
pandemic environment. It’s one thing to do lending. 

It’s another thing to do lending when the entire finan-
cial industry is at home. 

You have to have a continuity of operations through 
productivity platforms that then drive to a real 
high-performance computing use of the cloud to un-
derstand where risk is in these capital markets, and 
how to push lending opportunities out. We’re looking 
to respond and then rebound, where you see organi-
zations that have been sort of laggards to the cloud, 
laggards to new technology. They’re diving in because 
they need to. 

The last piece is imagining and reimagining what work 
can be, and we’re spending a lot of time with our cog-
nitive capabilities. Some of our artificial intelligence 
is enough to really start to imagine how functions can 
run, and this is really going to be about a change in the 
supply and demand curves. Throughout the course of 
this, we are going to find out what the demand is for 
different services across the public sector as well as the 
private sector, which will certainly shape the future of 
the ways we work. 

I’d love to see the same pandemic frame apply to race 
relations in this country. I believe we have to respond. 
I think we have to rebound, and I think we have to re-
imagine as it relates to how we come together with social 
equity. When I think about what that means, we have 
to respond first with a learning journey, a willingness 
to confront our basic assumptions and go on a learning 
journey to authenticate our history. We authenticate our 
identity but we need to authenticate U.S. history. 

Part of the action of pulling down monuments, and 
I’m not going to speak to the specifics of what’s hap-
pening state by state, but there is a desire to authenti-
cate history. What has happened in this country? What 
has been built? What’s underpinning the institutions 
that serve us? How have people of color actually fared? 

And when we start to go on that learning journey, it 
builds a level of awareness and sensitivity and empathy 
that says, “We have to be able to hold two frames in our 
head.” This is an amazing country that has a troubled 
past. We are humans that have great capabilities but 
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left to our own devices we also can make huge, huge 
mistakes. So we have to be able to hold two frames and 
work really hard to authenticate our history and then 
move forward with new ways. 

You have to replace old constructs with new constructs 
that are much more equitable, much more respectful 
and much more inclusive, and I think the same frame 
with the pandemic can apply to what we’re doing 
across races and ethnicities in the U.S. 

What advice do you have to people on being a truly 
valuable board member? 

It starts with balance. The board role is about under-
standing the operational but having balance that you 
are strategic as well as operational, not trying to do the 
job of the management team, and being directional 
versus instructional. I spend a lot of time in my board 
work making sure that my comments, my understand-
ing, my frame are being directional on the path of the 
business, the risk to the business, the compliance 
needed in a bank like PNC, and for an organization 
like United Way, versus instructional. The how-to’s are 
not the role of the board member. 

Also, don’t assume that your experience gives you all 
the answers. You’re coming with a unique skill set, but 
you need to be on a learning journey in a board, and 
anybody who shows up with their IQ versus their EQ, 
over time that’s not going to be helpful for the board. 

I try to bring authenticity and to challenge leader-
ship teams in a way that shows the deep respect for 
what they do, but trying to bring for revision. We just 
had this conversation with PNC, and it’s one of the 
first organizations that has created a special advisory 
subcommittee on social equity and inclusion. We got 
there by challenging each other, and I believe positive, 
authentic challenge is one of the best things that a 
board member can bring. 

On that inspirational note, Toni, I’d like to thank 
you for being on The CEO Show. 

Thank you.

Toni Townes-Whitley
President, US Regulated Industries 
Microsoft

As president of US Regulated Industries at Microsoft, Toni 
Townes-Whitley leads the US sales strategy for driving digi-
tal transformation across customers and partners within the 
public sector and commercial regulated industries. With re-
sponsibility for the 4,900+ sales organization and the approx-
imately $15 billion P&L, she is one of the leading women at Mic-
rosoft and in the technology industry with a track record for 
accelerating and sustaining profitable business and building 
high-performance teams. Her organization is responsible for 
executing on Microsoft’s industry strategy and go-to-market 
for both public sector and regulated industries in the United 
States, including Education, Financial Services, Government 
and Healthcare. 

Townes-Whitley is also helping to steer the company’s work to 
address systemic racial injustice – with efforts targeted both in-
ternally at representation and inclusion; as well as externally 
at leveraging technology to counter prevailing societal chal-
lenges. She and her husband reside in McLean, Virginia. They 
have five children, seven grandchildren and counting.
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Robert Reiss: Talk about the main message of Win-
ning Now, Winning Later.

David Cote: The book provides a how-to guide of how 
to achieve both short- and long-term results at the 
same time. Too many articles make it sound like they 
are mutually exclusive. The reality is they are mutually 
reinforcing.

This stems from a principle we used to run Honey-
well, which was that success was about accomplishing 
two seemingly conflicting things at the same time. 
Once you look for it, examples abound … low inven-
tory or great customer delivery; empowerment for 
those closest to the action to make fast decisions or 
good controls so nothing bad happens; low function-
al costs or great internal service levels … in every case 
you want both.

The book doesn’t exhort leaders to do it but provides 
specific advice on how to not be a victim of your own 

calendar, how to create 
a planning cycle that 
drives both, and how 
to create the income 
flexibility to pro-
vide adequate short 
term results while 
also investing in 
the long term. It’s 
critical to do both 
because the long-
term eventual-
ly becomes the 
short term, and 
if you haven’t 
done the neces-
sary seed planting, you 
just run out of gas. Short-term perfor-
mance is also important not just to placate investors 
or the boss, but also because it validates if you are on 
the right long-term path.

Winning Now, Winning Later 

Author Spotlight 									      
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How does ST/LT thinking play out in the 2020 world?

It is particularly relevant now because during a crisis is 
when a long-term view is most important and, at the 
same time, the most difficult period to find time to do 
it. As the old saying goes, “When you are up to your butt 
in alligators, it’s tough to remember the original goal 
was to drain the swamp.” When you have 120 hours of 
work and 80 hours to do it, generating an hour or two 
a week to get your head above the fray, to ensure your 
short term actions are consistent with draining the 
swamp may seem impossible.

Good leaders find a way to do it. As Donald Rums-
feld said, “Beware of letting the urgent get in the way 
of the important.” The book provides a case study 
of how Honeywell managed to do all this during the 
Great Recession, gaining a significant advantage over 
competitors. We didn’t panic, thought independently, 
prioritized customers over investors and employees, 
and planned for recovery in the middle of the recession 
when few thought recovery would come at all. 

In running Honeywell, how did you use these 
principles?

We used them constantly and pervasively. In every 
case where we wanted to accomplish something, we 
thought about the competing (and usually unstated) 
goal. For example, if you want jobs filled faster, it’s typ-
ical to put in a metric of time-to-fill. But what’s implied 
but unstated? It’s that you want high quality hires. So, 
we implemented hiring manager surveys at three and 
12 months after hiring to ask if we hired a great candi-
date for them.

Critical to generating income flexibility, so we had 
good short-term results while also having money for 
seed planting, was the principle of growing sales while 
holding fixed costs constant. Variable margins in any 
business run from 35-90%. If you hold fixed costs con-
stant and just grow sales 3%, the margin fall-through is 
significant. While easy to say and a very powerful prin-
ciple, it’s difficult because 60-90% of fixed costs are 
people related. To hold fixed costs constant and allow 
for raises means doing the job with fewer people each 

year. The only way to do that is with an intense focus on 
creating more efficient and effective processes. A full 
chapter is devoted to process improvement. 

How are you using the principles at Vertiv?

The same way we did at Honeywell, which is why I’m so ex-
cited about where I see Vertiv going. I’ve often said Vertiv 
is where Honeywell was after the first two to three years. 
We have a lot of upside using the same tools and manage-
ment practices used at Honeywell and they are discussed 
in the book. The Vertiv Operating System (VOS), Vertiv 
Product Development (VPD), Customer VUE (Vertiv 
User Experience), Functional Transformation, growing 
sales while holding fixed costs constant, and cycle time 
reduction … all are being implemented effectively at Ver-
tiv by the CEO, Rob Johnson, and his team.

What advice do you have for enterprise CEOs to 
emerge stronger post-pandemic?

Going back to the second question, focus even more 
intensely on your customers, keep investing in your 
long-term priorities, and be thinking about recovery 
in the middle of the recession. Recovery does come, so 
will you be able to access the labor and whatever you 
need from suppliers to be the winners in recovery?

David Cote is the Executive Chair-
man of Vertiv Holdings, author of 
Winning Now, Winning Later, and 
former Chairman / CEO of Honey-
well for over 16 years. During that 
time, market capitalization grew 
from $20 to $120 billion generating 
TSR of 800%, 2.5 times the S&P 500.  

Cote was elected to the Federal Re-
serve Bank of New York from 2014 to 2018 and was a founding 
member of the Campaign to Fix the Debt. Cote was appoint-
ed in 2010 by President Barack Obama to serve on the Simp-
son-Bowles Commission and in 2009 as Co-Chair of U.S. India 
Forum. 

Cote holds a number of awards, including the Horatio Alger 
Award. He was named CEO of the Year from Chief Executive 
Magazine, as well as a World’s Best CEO by Barron’s for five con-
secutive years.

							                                            David Cote	
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By Robert Reiss, Founder & CEO, The CEO Forum Group

Expert Advice

Healthcare Leaders Pioneer 
New Collaboration Model to Transform 

the Future of Drug Development

The pandemic has elevated drug development to be-
come a universal priority. Along the continuum of 
drug development are the current overlap of its many 
branches including: biotech, disease research, artifi-
cial intelligence, and investment banking  — opening 
the door for a new collaborative model.

Berg LLC convened leading stakeholders on Sept. 
25, 2020 where I moderated what I believe to be a 
key step in the pioneering of a new collaborative 
drug development model. The new quarterly series 
called the Berg Healthcare Exchange focuses on key 
issues and trends impacting the future of healthcare 
and drug development amid COVID-19. The panel 
included:

•	 Harry Glorikian, General Partner, New Ventures   
Funds

•	 Dr. Niven R. Narain, President, Co-Founder and     
CEO, Berg

•	 Dr. Jeremy Smith, Governor’s Chair at the 
University of Tennessee, and also Director of 
the UT/ORNL Center for Molecular Biophysics 
at Oak Ridge National Laboratory

•	 Dr. Steven R. Smith, Senior Vice President and 
Chief Scientific Officer, AdventHealth

•	 Dr. Anjan Thakurta, VP, Translational Develop-
ment Disease Teams, BMS

Robert Reiss: How has your drug development 
work changed throughout the pandemic?
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Harry Glorikian: When looking at investments, I’m 
even more enthusiastic now because the pandemic has 
caused the industry to further engage in incorporating 
telemedicine, and reevaluate how to look at centralized 
trials…. Importantly, tech companies are starting to 
pay close attention to parts of this process as well. We 
need a multifaceted, data-driven approach to a pathway 
we may not see that battles targeted diseases.

Jeremy Smith: The question is, could we have had 
the drugs ready before the pandemic started? The an-
swer is yes. I have a friend who solved the structure of 
the original SARS protease when the virus was high-
ly active several years ago; it’s identical to the one in 
COVID-19. Had we found a drug that works against 
that protein, we would have a working drug for 
COVID-19 right now. 

Niven Narain: Drug development work throughout 
the pandemic made me think about the people we 
serve. What has changed for me is that I listen to this 
conversation among others and see that we’re starting 
to recognize the individuals among and within com-
panies that are serious about getting work done differ-
ently. When someone is lying in the ICU and a family 
member is watching their loved ones on a ventilator, 
they’re only thinking about the acute element that tips 
the patient back to life.

COVID is a compressed and synthesized example of 
a life and death situation. If there’s one positive thing 
we can take away from this, it’s how we can go about 
working in different models and collaborate with new 
partners. Berg is taking patient data and using AI to 
figure out where the biology goes wrong. I can work 
with Steve to access patient data to see the Berg mod-
el find that African Americans with end-stage kidney 
disease may have done better on ace inhibitors. Steve 
can validate that by looking at patient records. Then, 
we can connect with Anjan to develop targeted drugs. 

Robert Reiss: What could partnerships look like in 
the future?

Harry Glorikian: You need to have access to interac-
tive data. Steven has real time data from patients. One 

of the reasons we’ve been able to bring the death rate 
of COVID-19 somewhat down is because people are 
sharing their data.

Real-time data [from Steve] is unbelievably helpful 
in drug development. You need to have multiple in-
stitutions willing to aggregate data paired with an 
interrogative biology system that can look at the 
data, and then ultimately, big pharma can scale up 
the process.

Anjan Thakurta: As a practitioner of drug develop-
ment, I always think about the intersections of data 
and how you can bring it into drug development pro-
cesses. Data is useless unless you know how to use it, 
how to interpret it. The weak spot has always been the 
biology, which is incredibly complex. The beauty is, 
with access to data to interpret experience, one has the 
ability to strengthen their hypothesis. 

Steve Smith: On the conduct of clinical trials, we’re 
using real time COVID data to target our vaccine 
trial outreach recruitment and enrollment. We’re 
using big data, geocoding, and old fashioned mar-
keting to reach people to participate in these trials. 
It increases the speed and efficiency to the point 
where it becomes smart trials. We’re doing that 
within domains as well.

Healthcare systems have an enormous treasure 
trove of dark data and usable data, but they aren’t 
engaging in the resources to push it to its fullest use. 

Robert Reiss: Is it possible that there is a silver lin-
ing or perhaps an approaching golden age of break-
throughs?

Niven Narain: With the right people and the right 
partnerships, yes.

Jeremy Smith: We use Niven’s data with our super-
computer at Oak Ridge to screen 1.2 billion chemicals 
in 12 hours. Someday, the doctor will press a button 
and know which of 1.2 billion compounds will be the 
best treatment for that patient with a disease and get 
treated quickly.
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I never envisioned I’d be a CEO, however at 47 I became 
one! Quick history: I started my career as a rock-n-roll 
DJ, working up to Senior Marketing Manager, Clear 
Channel Providence. In 1998, I left radio to fundraise 
for addiction recovery outreach programs (I’m a recov-
ered addict for 32 years). I landed one good donor in 
Greenwich, Conn. who unfortunately lost $30 million 
in the 2001 market crash. She handed me her final check 
with the words, “Good luck.” 

Fortunately, opportunity was literally “next door.” My 
donor’s neighbor was Farah Pahlavi (the Queen of Iran). 
I saw a sign in the Queen’s driveway: “Demolition in 
Progress.” So, I drove up to her 10,000 sq. ft. Rockefel-
ler Mansion and it was gone. The idea struck me – why 
not earn the money, rather than asking for it, by selling 
donated kitchens, fixtures and furniture out of demol-
ished mansions.

After a four-year successful pilot project, in 2005 I estab-
lished Renovation Angel, a 501(c)(3) non-profit organiza-

tion. Our mission is protecting the Earth, creating new 
recycling jobs, and helping those in need. In 15 years, we 
have recycled over 7,000 kitchens, diverted over 40 mil-
lion pounds from the landfills, created over $25 million of 
jobs, and distributed $2.3 million to charity.

Recycling and Charity
Our vision is two-fold. The first is recycling the 100,000 
luxury kitchens being remodeled every year, creating an 
estimated $400 million in new recycling jobs. The sec-
ond stage of our rocket (like Bombas Socks) is for every 
kitchen we recycle to create jobs, we want to give one to a 
family suffering from fire, flood or poverty. 

The appeal of luxury recycling has “win-win-win” bene-
fits. Significant financial tax and removal savings, land-
fill waste reduction, and the good feeling of supporting 
a self-sustaining charity. Renovation Angel’s high-net-
worth donors appreciate that we do not fundraise; instead 
we ask to recycle their luxury kitchens, renovation items, 
furniture, artwork, etc. An average luxury kitchen donor 

CEO Insight

The Vision Transforming Real Estate … 
and Society

Turning luxury renovations into reduced landfill, new jobs and philanthropy

By Steve Feldman, Founder & CEO, Renovation Angel

Steve Feldman at 1st annual NKBA Renovation Angel Luxury Kitchen Recycling Awards with Angel Award winner Peter Deane and Master of Ceremonies, 
NBC’s George to the Rescue.
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saves $10,000 to $50,000 on their project. A donor con-
tributing a full house of furnishing saves $100,000+.
You may wonder what happens otherwise to these kitch-
ens. If they are not “recycled” they suffer the three “D’s”. 
D #1 is the dumpster – expensive and wasteful. D #2 
is devalued – you barter or sell  your kitchen away and 
receive a low value for it. D #3 is disappear – you pay for 
demolition and someone takes it for free.

Renovation Angel has proven to be “crisis-resistant” 
as we have survived and grown through the Banking 
Crisis (2008), Social Security scare (2011) and now 
COVID-19. Before the pandemic, the awareness about 
sustainability was growing. Now the combination of 
environmental and economic benefits is becoming that 
much more attractive to property owners who are reno-
vating, remodeling and relocating.

Expanding with Partners
The future of Renovation Angel relies on our transition 
from organic growth to strategic expansion. Our plan in-
cludes a robust nationwide network of performance-based 
Industry Partners who are focused on acquiring luxury 
donations. Renovation Angel’s partners include highly re-
spected professionals from an array of industries including 
design / build, finance and estate management. 

On the corporate level, Renovation Angel is develop-
ing vital partnerships with high-profile companies like 
Miele, a luxury appliances manufacturer. In June 2020, 
Miele announced a Recycle & Rebate program with 
Renovation Angel. Through the program, homeowners 
who donate their qualified kitchens receive an instant 
discount on new Miele appliances and significant tax 
and removal savings. 

“Miele has made a commitment to producing long-last-
ing, energy-efficient appliances and conserving resources 
during the production process for our entire line,” said Jan 
Heck, President and CEO of Miele USA. “Our partnership 
with Renovation Angel continues that sustainability effort, 
and we are pleased to offer donors an advantage to help 
them complete their renovations with quality products that 
will help serve them and their families for years to come.”

In 2016, Walker Zanger, a stone and tile manufacturer, 

became Renovation Angel’s nationwide Awareness Part-
ner. “We are proud to partner with Renovation Angel, 
and through this collaboration Walker Zanger will be 
able to raise awareness among homeowners and design-
ers on the many environmental, charitable and financial 
benefits of recycling during their luxury kitchen remod-
el,” says Jonathan Zanger, president of Walker Zanger.

CEOs’ Involvement
CEOs and business executives reading about Reno-
vation Angel may ask the question, “How do I get in-
volved?” Here are three answers:
1.	Renovating or relocating. Contact Renovation     
Angel for a free Net Value Estimate showing your tax 
and removal savings.
2.	Word-of-mouth. Tell someone you know about   
Renovation Angel – your neighbor, friend, architect, de-
signer, or real estate agent.
3.	Partnership. For CEOs in real estate, construction, 
luxury products, or finance, contact Steve Feldman to 
initiate a conversation to develop a private label partner-
ship tailored to your company and brand.

In the next 10 years, luxury recycling will be best practice 
with high-net-worth homeowners and their providers. 
As you know, it’s better to be a leader than to be a follower. 
“White markets” are more profitable than crowded ones.

Steve Feldman founded Green 
Demolitions in 2005 in Greenwich, 
Connecticut as an environmental 
solution to the mansion demo-
lition boom. From a career that 
started as a rock-n-roll DJ, to fund-
raiser for addiction recovery as a 
recovered addict himself, Steve’s 
idea was to earn money instead 
of asking for it by selling donated 

kitchens, fixtures, and furniture out of demolished mansions. 

The “entrepreneurial charity” evolved into its current form: 
Renovation Angel, a nationwide recycling program for luxury 
kitchens, architectural elements and furniture. RA transforms 
a wasted resource - thousands of luxury kitchens headed to 
landfills, into millions of dollars of new jobs and funding for 
charity. Renovation Angel is a self-sustaining non-profit, earn-
ing revenue by creating a “circular economy” for the luxury 
kitchen and interiors industries. 
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Moving Your Association from Analog to Digital • Creating Association Pros-
perity • A CEO’s Guide to Rapid Change • Dan Stevens
The age of disruption is upon us. Your association will have to embrace a digital-first attitude to remain 

relevant – improving your ability to both engage members digitally and to monetize digitally. As an association 

leader, you can become the conduit to a digital culture which puts your members’ needs first. Developing 

a digital-first association is not easy, but it starts with you. 

Moving Your Association from Analog to Digital walks you through the key challenges to understand-

ing digital transformation and how to overcome them. From audience trends, to social media, sub-

scription models, and multimedia, Analog to Digital covers it all for associations and member-based 

organizations.

Digital Transformation: Survive and Thrive in an Era of Mass Extinction 
 • Thomas Siebel
Digital transformation is a game-changing revolution, but has also become one of the most misunder-

stood buzz phrases of our times. Drawing on four decades of experience as a Silicon Valley visionary, 

Siebel brings clarity to the concept of digital transformation and provides readers with a clear action 

plan to implement it within their own organizations. Perhaps the book’s greatest value is its breakdown 

of the “new technology stack,” capturing the four pillars of digital transformation for creating billions of 

dollars in value, cost efficiencies and social benefit. Siebel’s book is the quintessential blueprint and a 

must-read for CEOs trying to build resilient companies in the midst of this pandemic and beyond.  

How to Lead • David M. Rubenstein
Wisdom from the World’s Greatest CEOs, Founders, and Game Changers

The New York Times Bestseller, #1 Wall Street Journal Bestseller. The essential leadership playbook. 

Learn the principles and guiding philosophies of Bill Gates, Jeff Bezos, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Warren 

Buffett, Oprah Winfrey, and many others through illuminating conversations about their remarkable 

lives and careers.

David M. Rubenstein — author of The American Story, visionary cofounder of The Carlyle Group, and 

host of The David Rubenstein Show — has spoken with the world’s highest performing leaders about 

who they are and how they became successful. 

Gain advice and wisdom from CEOs, presidents, founders, and master performers from the worlds 

of finance, tech, entertainment, sports, government, and many others.

CEO Library  

“One of my favorite quotes on learning is from Julia Child, ‘You’ll 

never know everything about anything, especially something you love.’ My love 

has been learning about business models and success, where I have read over 

1,000 business books; following are three of those which I believe can be 

of great value to today’s top CEO.”
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You can’t 
safeguard what 
you can’t see

Let’s make things clear: cybersecurity is about your people and your data. But you are now relying more 
than ever on the cloud, home computers, tablets, and smartphones that put both at risk. It’s a new reality 
that’s blindsiding traditional cybersecurity. But Forcepoint is ready. Our solutions take a human-centric 
approach to identify risky behaviors early on. Instead of shutting people and data down, we stop the bad 
and free the good. And that creates a safe, trusted environment that everyone wants to thrive. 

Learn more about human-centric security. Forcepoint.com/ceo
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Enabling a smarter, safer return to the 
workplace takes more than technology. 

It takes Insight®.

Leveraging our broad IT expertise, industry partnerships 
and end-to-end capabilities, Insight delivers innovative 
solutions and intelligent technologies to help you 
navigate — and redefine — the new normal.

Visit insight.com/detectandprevent to learn more.


