
16    C O R P O R AT E  B O A R D  M E M B E R  F I R S T  Q U A R T E R  2 0 2 1   

COVER STORY

Not much fazes Mark Weinberger, who retired as CEO of EY in 2019 
and joined the boards of J&J, MetLife and Aramco just in time for the 
triple threat of a global pandemic, social unrest and political upheaval 
to hit. His take? Business will step up and survive. Here’s how.

BY JENNIFER PELLET

‘I’M ALWAYS 
OPTIMISTIC’

When it comes to speaking up for what he 
believes in, Mark Weinberger is not shy—
nor partisan. An advocate for tax reform 
as well as diversity and inclusion, he’s held 
public sector posts for both Republican 
and Democratic administrations, including 
serving as assistant secretary of the Trea-
sury under the G.W. Bush administration 
and on President Clinton’s Social Secu-
rity Advisory Board. His willingness to 
step up and serve, no matter who asks, 
reflects a deep belief in the importance 
of business helping to shape and inform 
policy—a philosophy that hasn’t always 
been popular with stakeholders. 

“As you could imagine, with 300,000 
EY people around the world, when I sat 
on the Advisory Council for Trump before 
it disbanded, lots of people questioned 
whether or not that was the right thing to 
do,” he recounts. “But being in the room 
and sharing my values and talking about 
how policy could affect all of our people 
and bringing our voice there, to me was 
much more important than standing out-
side the room complaining.”

After retiring from EY, Weinberger was 

swiftly recruited to the boards of J&J, 
MetLife and Aramco, where his on-ramp-
ing experience was complicated by a 
pandemic-induced moratorium on face-
to-face meetings. “It’s been challenging 
because you want to really get to know 
your colleagues and build those relation-
ships so you can feel comfortable raising 
your concerns and discussing issues,” 
he says. “It’s a lot harder to do that on a 
Zoom call than sitting in a room where 
you can see and react to people. Yes, 
you can save a lot of money by doing 
meetings virtually and not having office 
space. But that to me is a death knell for 
a company’s culture, innovation and long-
term success. So, I think we’ll get back to 
[in-person] meetings.”

In a wide-ranging conversation with 
Corporate Board Member that took place 
shortly after the 2020 election, Weinberg-
er shared his perspectives on the busi-
ness climate under a new administration, 
progress on diversity and inclusion and 
other pressing issues facing boards today. 
Excerpts from that conversation, edited 
for clarity and length, follow.
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came first. You saw that over and over 
again. Those are all positive things that I 
think will continue. The concern I would 
have would be massive new regulations or 
costs put on business that would stifle our 
ability to do that. In a divided government, 
it’s going to be harder to get those things 
done. For example, it will be difficult to 
get to the significant tax increase on busi-
ness that President Biden ran on with a 
Republican Senate. So, I’m not concerned 
that government is going to bring down 
the opportunity that’s out there.

We are seeing and hearing more about 
business stepping up, including the 
Business Roundtable’s statement on 
purpose. What conversations are taking 
place in boardrooms about working 
with companies to push that forward, to 
balance pursuit of profit and share price 
with this greater emphasis on values and 
purpose?
Obviously, with the Business Roundtable, 
I was involved in that effort to focus on 
stakeholders, not just shareholders. But I 
think—and people missed this point—the 
reason it was important wasn’t that it was 
massive redirection of what good CEOs 
did. In all honesty, a good CEO always 
focused on stakeholders to drive share-
holder return. It’s not an or, it’s an and. You 
drive investment in enabling your employ-
ees, engaging them and keeping them; in 
building supply-chain relationships, in get-
ting a good reputation in your community 
and in having good governance. Those 
were things that would help your business 
model, de-risk the company and lead to 
great shareholder returns. 

Over time, with a 24-hour news cycle 
and activist investors that can come in 

“As someone who worked for both ad-
ministrations on issues like trade and tax 
policy, areas where the Trump adminis-
tration got quite a bit done, how are you 
feeling about how a new administration 
might impact some of the headway 
made in those areas?
We saw, under President Trump, the incred-
ible ability of a president to do, through 
regulatory change, lots of things, even when 
he couldn’t get major legislative initiatives 
through. I’m guessing this expanded view of 
what the executive branch could do will car-
ry over to the next presidency—and [Biden 
will use it] to undo some of what Trump 
did and to do things that he would want 
to do. The big difference is that Trump 
had a Senate that was Republican. I think 
you’ll see President Biden try to do a lot 
of things through the executive branch 
but be stymied by gridlock because we’re 
not going to be able to get much through 
Congress, frankly, over the next couple 
of years, from a policy perspective with a 
split government like this. 

What’s your outlook on the business 
climate under a new administration—
optimistic, pessimistic, flat? 
I’m always optimistic. First of all, govern-
ment will have an impact, but we’ve seen 
governments swing both ways, pretty 
severely, and somehow we all survive. We’re 
on the cusp with some of the things we’re 
seeing business step up and do around the 
social issues where government hasn’t been 
able to move, like continuing on climate 
change initiatives even though the govern-
ment presence wasn’t supportive. We’ve 
seen the business community continue 
to move in a direction to address those 
issues. We see more engagement around 
social justice and [companies] building 
that into their business models. We’ve 
seen the business community step up and 
take care of their workers through the 
pandemic, making sure they were safe 
when governments and states were doing 
all different things and different points of 
view were out there. 

There’s not a CEO I’m aware of who 
didn’t recognize that no matter how 
difficult it was from a business standpoint, 
their employees and the safety of them 

and make the case that your financials 
could be a lot higher in the short term if 
you didn’t invest as much in your em-
ployees or in all these other causes, there 
was pressure in the public market for 
CEOs to respond to that. What you’ve 
seen is crucial investors—Larry Fink in 
his letters, State Street, Vanguard, all 
of these—saying, “You know what? We 
recognize that to have a sustainable, de-
risked company over the long term, we 
need to make sure the corporations are 
doing what CEOs frankly already wanted 
to do and investing in these stakeholders. 
We’re not going to just look at the num-
bers that come out every quarter and 
value the company based upon whether 
you missed your earnings.” 

So, you saw some real leadership from 
some of these institutional investors in 
what they were saying. There is a question 
as to how much they followed up with 
their investments to what they said. That’s 
a separate issue, but this gave the CEOs 
then the ability to think that way because 
they weren’t having to respond to all 
these short-term pressures. 

The board’s purpose—and this gets to 
your question—its biggest purpose is to 
manage risk: one, make sure the company 
is viewing all of its risks and managing 
risk in the right way; two, overseeing the 
culture and the long-term direction of 
the company. These things have always 
been in the mandate of the board, and the 
CEOs have wanted to do it. What you’re 
seeing now, with the statement by the 
Business Roundtable and the increased 
attention through the institutional inves-
tors, is boards are getting even more in-
volved and asking the right questions and 
giving support to the CEOs to be able to 
think long-term and invest in these issues. 
Some call them social issues. They’re not; 
they’re business issues. 

You mentioned the question of whether 
the talk is real—are these institutional 
investors really willing to live up to what 
they’ve said about valuing purpose? 
That point is so important. There is still a 
question as to how much do institutional 
investors really, in their mainstream anal-
ysis when they look at companies, make 

We’ve seen 
governments swing 

both ways, and 
somehow we all 

survive.”
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a decision about whether or not to invest 
based upon that versus the quarterly 
financials. That’s a legitimate question, be-
cause if a company is not doing well and 
missing the quarters financially, but they 
have great policies around sustainability 
and they talk a lot about purpose, they’re 
not going to be around a long time. You 
have to do both.

And then there’s the “how.” It can be 
difficult to measure these intangibles.
You use the term intangible. Back in the 
’60s and ’70s, when you were determin-
ing a company’s value, about 70 percent 
to 80 percent of the value of an average 
company sat on its books. Today, for an 
average company, the vast majority of its 
value is the intangibles that you refer-
enced. Whether it’s IP for the big tech 
companies; your brand, which can go 
away in a minute; your culture or your 
talent, your workforce. Those things don’t 
show up in your financial numbers. So, 
increasingly investors are going to need to 
know how to look at these intangibles. 

There’s no objective, uniform way to 
compare companies on these nonfinan-
cial issues like purpose, like your employ-
ees, environment, your culture, a lot of 
your IP that you don’t know whether it’s 
going to be around next year or not. It’s 
harder for these institutionalinvestors to 
measure. So, we’re on a journey there, 
and we’re not there. And until we get 
further standardization and agreement 
around the important indicators, it will 
continue to be difficult. That’s the next 
challenge that board members are deal-
ing with.

That’s what the World Economic 
Forum—with the four accounting firms 
and Brian Moynihan leading it as the head 
of the International Business Council—is 
trying to pull together out of this alphabet 
soup of metrics, something that compa-
nies can all agree to look at and at least 
be transparent around.

It’s really important for business to do 
this because if the business community, 
institutional investors and CEOs don’t do 
it, the government could very well come 
in. And I’m not sure they’re going to get a 
better answer than what the market could 

come up with. In fact, I’m sure they won’t. 
So, the market better step in and be a 
huge player in helping to design how they 
want to be measured here.

You joined three boards over the past 
year—J&J and MetLife in 2019, Aramco in 
March of 2020. What was it like getting 
situated as a new director just in time for 
the pandemic to hit?
The boards’ orientation, philosophies and 
execution were really important. Each of 
these boards invested heavily in orientation 
after I joined, meaning deep dives with 
their functional leaders, in the HR area, the 
finance area, the business unit leaders, the 
ability to spend one-on-one time with the 
leaders of those functions of businesses 
working with you as a board member, 
giving you an opportunity to understand 
where they’re heading, what their issues 
are and ask questions. And each offered an 
opportunity to directly engage with man-
agement. That was very helpful. 

In addition, the board members them-
selves were very free with their time to 
help get me up to speed and understand 
things. That is very important in any 
environment, but certainly when you have 
to get up to speed on issues as quickly as 
you did in the pandemic because material-
ity became much more important, values 
went down. You had to think about issues 
probably more broadly and more deeply 
than if you were just watching normal 
operations.

Building relationships and under-

standing the environment of the board 
are important in terms of being able to 
have open, honest discussions. All of that 
gets slowed down when you’re doing it 
virtually. You want to go and walk the 
factories. You want to go sit at the oil rigs. 
You want to go see where J&J scientists 
are working, and that’s just not feasible in 
this environment. That’s the part that I’m 
looking forward to that I haven’t been able 
to do as much of as I would like.

Before the lockdown, when I joined my 
first board, MetLife, I was able to attend a 
strategy session they had out on the West 
Coast where a couple hundred leaders 
from around the company came togeth-
er before they rolled out their next wave 
strategy. It was an incredible opportunity 
to meet, see and understand the organiza-
tion, being there with all these people for 
three days. 

That being said, I think we’re realizing 
that when you’re not traveling, you can 
do a lot more meetings with teleconfer-
ences and really get good information and 
good dialogue. So there’s going to be this 
hybrid approach, in all likelihood, going 
forward.

We’ve been living through a time of po-
larization in America, to the point where 
neighbors are lighting one another’s lawn 
signs on fire, plus social unrest and Covid 
and tempers flaring with everybody home.
And all of these people need to work to-
gether. Are boards talking about what that 
means for employees internally?

U.S. Treasury Secretary 
Steven Mnuchin and then-
Assistant Secretary of Tax 
Policy Mark Weinberger 
at a 2017 Institute of 
International Finance 
policy summit. 
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Absolutely. And this may be part of the “S” 
in ESG that we talk about—the amount of 
discussion around the health of the em-
ployees of a company. And, when we say 
health, we care about it from a pandemic 
standpoint and Covid, but it morphed into 
mental health. How are you leading when 
you’re locked up in your house and can’t 
meet with your teams and your kids are not 
going to school? These discussions were 
had on a regular basis. How are you helping 
your executives? What are we doing for our 
people to help them through the mental 
and physical health issues here? What about 
when the rioting and the social justice issue 
came up and your employees are a snap-
shot of the environment you’re in?

I remember from my EY days, it is 
really important to recognize that peo-
ple don’t walk through your door and 
just forget about all those issues; they 
have the stressors they bring from their 
communities. And talking to them about 
that and making it a safe place where 
they’re not concerned, or hopefully not 
concerned, that they may have a different 
point of view. They may want to raise a 
fear that they have. We created fami-
lies, as we called them at EY, where they 

actually would sit down and talk about 
these issues that are not directly [about 
work], but that, I will tell you, have a huge 
impact on the productivity of employees 
and the retention of the employees and, 
ultimately, how well the company does. 
You better make sure that they don’t feel 
stressed out and unhealthy when they 
come to work.

These were absolutely an increased 
part of our dialogue at the boards I’m 
on. And at each of the companies, we 
had great board members, some Af-
rican-American board members who 
shared the stories, made them real 
through their experiences to those of 
us who were not minorities. And it was 
incredible; it was a great experience. I wish 
it could have been in person, but even 
translated through the wires of Zoom, we 
were able to learn and understand better. 
And that accelerated, in some ways, the 
“S” in ESG.

What came out of those discussions 
in terms of strategies to address those 
issues? 
Everyone’s got to come up with their own 
way to deal with it, depending on what 

industry you’re in and what you’re doing. 
But back-to-work policies were more 
reflective of safety and of recognition of 
mental health rather than just efficiency. 

I would say that the general rule is 
that you look at resiliency and this kind 
of intangible asset that you have in your 
people and your relationship to your 
communities, and you value that more 
now in your decision-making than you 
did before because you recognize it is 
front and center. It is a bigger part of 
all of our lives, which used to be pure 
efficiency. Now, when you’re looking at 
supply chains, trying to get efficient and 
have lower costs where you make prod-
ucts all around the world, you’re going to 
be thinking about whether you’re putting 
your workers at risk, whether you’re too 
reliant on one country, all these things are 
brought forward and talked about more 
than they would have been.

It would be presumptuous to say that I 
have a roadmap or things that we did that 
others should do, but I will tell you that 
bringing that further into the discussion, 
making it a bigger part of the discus-
sion—the resiliency, the healthcare, the 
relationships with the communities—that 
affects the outcome of the decisions that 
the leadership makes when they know the 
boards are focused on that. 

The board agenda could be incredibly 
filled up with pure compliance, financial 
information and operational stuff. If you 
don’t create the time on the agenda for 
these issues, then they become the resid-
ual. And what I have seen is more packing 
of agendas with these types of discus-
sions and lowering down of some of the 
operational and financial discussions and 
decisions. 

You have to create that time, maybe 
it’s another meeting you put in, like we 
did on several of the boards. At J&J and 
MetLife, we had interim, in-between board 
meetings. We had teleconferences to 
provide more time and more reliable infor-
mation updates, so sometimes you have 
to create those items on the agenda, put 
more time on the calendar.

Some of the boards you’re on are facing 
intense challenges, Aramco with pricing 
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issues and global energy headwinds and 
J&J, obviously, with research. What’s 
been most challenging for you as a 
board member?
Every one of them has their own issue. 
Fortunately, we didn’t have some of the 
very short liquidity issues of the hospitali-
ty industry. At a company like MetLife, you 
have a fundamental issue of, you know, 
thinking maybe your worst-case scenar-
io would have been a 1 percent 10-year 
bond rate. And now it’s down, you know, 
half a point. Well, you didn’t plan that 
in your long-term investment strategy. 
And you’ve got to match your long-term 
liabilities against assets and insurances, so 
now you’re thinking about a broader scope 
of scenario-planning than you would have 
done. So, the challenge is the uncertainty. 

At J&J, obviously you had the vaccine, 
but you also had the other side, the med-
ical device business where they stopped 
all optional surgeries, so they took all that 
demand for surgeries, for those [knee 
replacements], off the table. You also had 
a heavy percent of the [employee] popu-
lation in the manufacturing of pharmaceu-
ticals and medical devices. These people 
are frontline and have to go to work; it’s 
not just a professional service firm where 
you can do everything from home. 

And with Aramco as well, you’ve got to 
be there on the ground, in the rigs and do-
ing everything, so you had the people-con-
cern issue, and you had the massive swings 
in the cost of oil and energy costs to deal 
with and understanding what that meant 
for your allocation of capital. With all these 
issues, the hardest part is the uncertainty 
that you have with volatility and this exi-
gency called a pandemic and that we don’t 
know when it’s going to be over and how 
to plan longer term.

So, you can’t just look at your normal 
planning and say, here’s what we’ve done 
this year, here’s what we’re projecting out 
for the next three years, because the next 
three years are so uncertain. You have to 
have greater scenario-planning, and you 
have to have, frankly, resiliency where you 
recognize that the decisions you make 
today have to be really revisited on a more 
constant basis than you would have in a 
more stable time period.

You’ve done a lot of work in the past on 
diversity issues and have been a vocal 
supporter of diversity initiatives as a 
member of Catalyst’s board. How are 
you feeling now about the progress be-
ing made on that front? 
We’ve made a lot of headway. We’ve got a 
long way to go. I’m a huge believer for so 
many reasons. Obviously, I have a daugh-
ter, and I want her to have every chance 
that my three sons have in the world. And 
I believe that there is unconscious bias 
and some systemic institutional issues that 
minorities, particularly African-Americans, 
have not had the role models, the mentor-
ships necessary to get the opportunities 
to get ahead. I believe this is so important 
because EY’s model says, “The better 
the questions, the better the answer, the 
better the world works.” You ask the best 
questions when you get people around 
a table with diversity of views. You can 
have all the best answers in the world, but 
if you’re not asking the right questions, 
you’re not going to get to the right place.

And if you don’t have people with cog-
nitive dissonance in terms of their back-
grounds, their experiences, their training, 
their age, then your results are going to be 
bad. So, I’ve always believed it’s a business 
issue. It helped at EY that we were talent 
people, we didn’t make engines or any-
thing else. We had to have a really diverse 
group of people challenging each other 
to come up with new initiatives. I give the 
airbag example that when airbags were 

first created they didn’t work for women 
or children. They actually hurt them. Why? 
Because they were all designed by men.

So, they had to go back to the draw-
ing board on one of the most important 
inventions of our time, which was a lot 
more expensive than if they had the right 
people asking the right questions. 

People do realize that. What people 
don’t realize is how hard it is to get past 
the unconscious bias and make progress in 
getting diverse workforces. That requires 
absolutely measuring it and talking about it 
like you do every financial metric you have 
because then people will focus on it. 

You can’t just say, “We need to be 
more diverse.” You’ve got to hold people 
accountable for giving people the oppor-
tunities. I am in absolute opposition to 
quotas. I don’t believe you need to have 
somebody who looks like this here and 
somebody who looks like that there, but 
there better be equality of opportunity. 
And if you have a consistent pattern of 
minorities not staying or not getting pro-
moted, you probably have a problem that 
you don’t realize you have, and you better 
address it. 

So yeah, we’re making progress, but it’s 
still going to take a lot of work and energy, 
especially in succession planning, to make 
sure you’re holding your business leaders 
accountable for having people coming 
behind you who don’t look like you and 
think differently than you and giving them 
those chances because that’s probably 
going to be necessary for a while yet.

You’ve referenced the market being 
disconnected from economic growth—
and is that the case also with the gen-
eral population and the problem we’re 
having with income inequality? 
Yes. Absolutely. The answer is yes because, 
over time, what we’ve seen is the percent-
age of wealth in the country has gone 
more toward asset owners and away from 
labor and wage earners. Historically, you’ve 
had a percentage of wealth being generat-
ed by people doing their day-to-day jobs 
and earning wages versus people investing 
and asset growth occurring. Now, it’s heav-
ily skewed toward capital owners getting 
wealthier and wage earners stagnating, 
and that’s not good. A large part of that is 

“
What people don’t 

realize is how hard it is to 
get past the unconscious 
bias and make progress 

in getting diverse 
workforces. That requires 
absolutely measuring it 
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that wage earners don’t have the ability to 
put money away and save, so they don’t 
participate in the markets. 

Some would say, “Wait a minute, there 
are 401ks out there,” and they’re absolutely 
right. There are more people invested in the 
market than people realize, but even those 
people are kind of the upper-income people, 
not everyone has a 401k. So, while I do think 
that financial market growth is important 
because it gives companies the ability to 
do things that could translate to wages and 
investment capital expenditures and the 
like, you can’t just focus on that. You have to 
look at wage earners, and that’s why income 
inclusiveness is so important.

We’ve heard CEOs say that business 
needs to lead the way on some of these 
issues because they won’t be solved by 
government. But a large part of America 
doesn’t work for Fortune 500 compa-
nies. So how can business stepping up 
fix that issue?
To deal with the income inequality and 
the lack of opportunity, one of the most 
important things is for people to get up-
skilled and reskilled for the new environ-
ment with technology coming in. That 
means lifelong learning. A two-year de-
gree or a three- or four-year degree is not 
enough. You’re going to have to continue 
to learn. Business is the only place that 
provides that today, unless you want to go 
back and get another degree, which costs 
a lot of money. 

At EY, we changed the philosophy to 
provide that, whether you stay with us 
or go somewhere else. If you leave, that’s 
okay, you’ll be great brand ambassadors 
for us somewhere else. Big employers 
have to think that way, that if we can up-
skill and reskill our workforce, it’s good for 
our employees and, if they get creden-
tialed and go do something else, they’re 
going to be great brand ambassadors, but 
also part of an economy that we need to 
have our business thrive. 

You need that whole supply chain. 
People look at big versus small business. 
But when big business hurts, small busi-
ness really bleeds. You’re seeing it now 
with all these big companies that aren’t 
bringing their workers back to New York 
because they feed the large business peo-

ple and employees. They’re all connected. 
It’s really not an either or. And if you have 
small businesses that are dying and the 
parts manufacturer is a small business that 
can’t provide parts to the big business, the 
big business is going to fail. So, they have 
a joint interest in this. 

As a board member, what do you see as 
the big issues brewing today? 
One is the U.S. democracy and under-
mining our belief that we have the best 
system in the world. Even with all of 
our problems, having traveled around 
the world for 20-some years, seven 
days a week—and we were in 150-plus 
countries—the U.S. is still the place that 
almost everyone would love to live and 
be. And we have a great system. Forget-
ting that would be a huge mistake. So 
that worries me. How do we bring con-
fidence back to the democratic process 
here in times like this? 

The second is this whole big divide 
and economic war between China and 
the U.S. technology-wise. Ninety percent 
of the world’s population under the age 
of 30 lives in an emerging market, the 
fastest-growing markets in the world are 
outside the United States.

There are more middle-class people in 
China than there are people in the United 
States. We better understand and figure 
out how to work with some of these coun-
tries and deal with these technology issues 
and wars, not just pull up the ropes and 

try to put a wall around ourselves and say, 
“We’re the best country in the world. We 
can do it alone.” That’s not true anymore. 
Interdependency is important, whether it’s 
on climate, economic security, whatever 
it might be. I worry that we have got to 
get back to a global infrastructure where 
countries can actually resolve differences 
without trade wars, economic or, unfortu-
nately, military wars. That’s a big issue.

We’ve actually been breaking alliances and 
getting a reputation for being xenophobic.
That’s true, but on the other hand, for the 
longest time, we didn’t pay attention to 
how some of these infrastructures were 
building out. There is a view in America, 
most people feel that we were taken ad-
vantage of and that the reason for higher 
costs and for how well China is doing 
from a technology standpoint had to do 
with some of the deals we made and that 
we lost sight of how much we were giv-
ing [away]. So, you do need to address 
these issues. There is conflict. That’s why 
so many people [appreciated] some 
of the issues the Trump administration 
raised, whether the world organizations 
were working as they should, whether 
China is truly infringing on technology 
rights and limiting access. 

And you are also looking at what the 
Europeans are doing with taxing the U.S. 
businesses, really making it a trade issue 
through the tax system, and with the data 
privacy issues, where they are restricting 
us. These are real issues. So, there is a 
positive side of raising these issues be-
cause the American people were getting 
pretty discouraged.

The real question is, once you identify 
the issue, how do you deal with it, in man-
ner and in tone and substance? Then the 
question becomes how you get past them 
and build a win-win situation.

The bottom line is everyone’s looking 
to protect their own national interests. 
It’s a pendulum. For far too long we 
ignored them, and it was all diplomat-
ic talk and good speeches. Now we’ve 
gone through a period of incredible dis-
ruption that’s not healthy. We’re going 
to get back to the middle somewhere, 
somehow. And that’s what we need to 
work toward. CBM

“
We have got to get 

back to a global 
infrastructure where 

countries can actually 
resolve differences 

without trade 
wars, economic or, 

unfortunately, 
military wars.”


