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Merck C.E.O. Ken Frazier on Death Row Cases and the Corporate Soul

By David Gelles

March 9, 2018

The role of the chief executive has never been more complex — or more consequential.

Business leaders today are reshaping the internet, reimagining health care, upending transportation and more. But being a chief
executive is no longer just about running a company. It means taking political stands on everything from immigration to gun rights.
It means weighing in on tariffs and taxes — all while balancing short-term profits with long-term goals, dealing with activist
investors and attracting talented employees.

In an effort to better understand the world’s top chief executives — where they’re coming from and how they deal with the
challenges they face — The New York Times is bringing back Corner Office.

For nearly 10 years, Corner Office featured conversations about leadership and management with some 500 senior executives. The
new Corner Office will build on this foundation and also cover the big issues of the day, from climate change to artificial intelligence.
We’ll be talking to prominent chief executives at big companies, innovators at lesser-known start-ups and organizational leaders in
philanthropy, sports and the arts.

We want you to join the conversation. Let us know whom we should interview, and what questions you want answered below. And
stay tuned as we bring Corner Office to life with multimedia, how-to guides and live events.

As we considered whom to interview first, Kenneth C. Frazier, the chief executive of Merck, was right at the top of the list. Mr.
Frazier has a powerful personal story and has built an exceptional career.

Kenneth Frazier, the chief executive of Merck. “I actually don’t
see that big a conflict between meeting the needs of
shareholders and meeting the needs of society,” Mr. Frazier
said. Mike Cohen for The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/by/david-gelles
http://www.nytimes.com/by/david-gelles
http://www.nytimes.com/by/david-gelles


9/27/23, 12:44 PM Merck C.E.O. Ken Frazier on Death Row Cases and the Corporate Soul - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/09/business/merck-ceo-ken-frazier-on-death-row-cases-and-the-corporate-soul.html 2/3

Raised in a poor neighborhood in Philadelphia, Mr. Frazier attended Penn State University and Harvard Law School. He joined
Merck in 1992, defending the company against major lawsuits while resisting calls to slash research and development budgets.

Last year, Mr. Frazier made headlines as the first chief executive to resign from a presidential advisory council following Mr.
Trump’s equivocating response to an outburst of white nationalist violence in Charlottesville, Va. As perhaps the most prominent
black chief executive in the country, his stance carried powerful symbolism.

The Times published an article last month about Mr. Frazier’s decision to resign from the advisory role. This interview, which was
condensed and edited for clarity, was conducted at Merck’s headquarters in Kenilworth, N.J.

You once said that even though your father was a janitor, you believed he could have been a C.E.O.

My father was born in the year 1900 in South Carolina, and he grew up at a time where being an African-American child in the
American South was to be deprived of access to anything close to a reasonable education. He only had three years of formal
education, but he was self-taught. He read two newspapers a day. He could’ve done a lot of things had he been born when I was
born.

Tell me about his father.

My grandfather on my paternal side, Richard Frazier, was born in the late 1850s, and therefore was born into slavery, but was a
sharecropper in South Carolina for his entire life. And one of the great things about my grandfather was that he sent my father
north before he reached the age of maturity so that he, too, wouldn’t become indebted to the land.

How did your parents raise you?

I had a fantastic upbringing by two parents who cared deeply about their children, but more importantly believed that anything was
possible for their children, and in some ways almost brainwashed us to be successful. They believed that despite the history of this
country as it related to African-Americans, that for my siblings and I, that there would be tremendous opportunity. They also
instilled that it was our responsibility to take advantage of the opportunities that they did not have.

What drew you to the study of law?

I’ve always admired lawyers who use their power to affect social change, and Thurgood Marshall was always a childhood hero of
mine.

After graduating from Harvard Law School, you went to work at Drinker Biddle & Reath. Why there?

I chose that firm in large part because they had a reputation of doing a lot of pro bono work. When I was at the firm, I read about the
need in South Africa for law professors and lawyers to come from the U.S., because black law students in South Africa were
obviously during apartheid only allowed to go to second-rate law schools.

I lived one whole semester in Soweto. It was completely lawless. There were no streetlights. It was a completely separated area
where people were contained, because the South African government’s job, as it saw it, was to separate blacks from whites.

But what I remember more than anything else was interacting with people who their entire lives had been told that they were
second class, that they were inferior, and how hard it was to get particularly the men to speak up in audible tones, because they had
been in many ways told that their voice was not worth listening to. In addition to trying to teach people the substantive legal issues,
it was a lot about trying to instill self-confidence.

“The most important role of a leader is to safeguard the heritage and values of the company.”
— Ken Frazier

You also represented James Willie “Bo” Cochran, a death row inmate. What was your first impression of his case?

My first reaction was, “I’m much too busy to take on another piece of pro bono litigation.” But there were two younger lawyers in
the firm who heard about the case, and they came to me and frankly they sort of shamed me into doing it.

You eventually won his freedom. What did that mean to you?
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It was the high point of my professional career. This is a man who was facing an execution date for a crime he did not commit. And
what I will never forget about Bo was that he had no sense of recrimination whatsoever. He was just thankful for every day that he
had as a free man. It sort of reminds me of Nelson Mandela in the sense that he was able to live his life going forward without
regard to trying to even scores.

One of the things that defined your early years at Merck was the defense against lawsuits over Vioxx, a painkiller that posed heart
risk and was pulled off the market. Are there lessons to be learned from the way you approached that?

The central allegation that was underneath the Vioxx litigation was that this company put profit before patient safety. That went to
the core of who we are as a company, and there was no way that we could allow that story to be unchallenged. We did not want
Vioxx to become a verbal shorthand, like an Enron or something of that nature, for corporate wrongdoing. The most important role
of a leader is to safeguard the heritage and values of the company.

How do you balance the pressure to deliver profits to public shareholders and also to make lifesaving drugs?

I actually don’t see that big a conflict between meeting the needs of shareholders and meeting the needs of society.

Very early on in my tenure there was a lot of pressure being put on pharmaceutical C.E.O.s to cut their research budgets. And we
value R & D as a company. It’s who we are. It’s the core of what we do. I made the decision that I wasn’t going to cut our R & D
budget, and that had some short-term negative consequences in terms of share price. But by taking those actions I think we were
able to show that we really did care about what we said we were about as a company.

There are lots of examples of companies that have lost their way because they’ve sort of lost their soul, which is a funny word to
use, but companies do have souls.

Last year, after President Trump’s remarks following the violence in Charlottesville, you resigned from one of his advisory councils.
What happened?

In that moment the president’s response was one that I felt was not in concordance with my views, and I didn’t think they were in
concordance with the views that we claim to hold as a country. It was my view that to not take a stand on this would be viewed as a
tacit endorsement of what had happened and what was said. I think words have consequences, and I think actions have
consequences. I just felt that as a matter of my own personal conscience, I could not remain.

What did you learn from the whole experience?

C.E.O.s need to be very thoughtful and sober about the positions that they take publicly. Ultimately, if you believe strongly in
something, you ought to say it, and you ought to say it in a very clear way.

BILL HORNE IN NEWTONVILLE, MASS., ASKS...

“In what ways if any has your representation of prisoners on death row influenced your decisions as C.E.O.?”

What drew me to Merck was that the company’s ethos had the same feel that pro bono work has, which is that you’re really
committed to serving your fellow human beings. I worked for 10 years to save one person’s life in the context of the death penalty.
Here we can make decisions every day with the stroke of the pen that can make lots of people’s lives longer and healthier.

How do you prioritize your time?

There are three things that the C.E.O. should be focused on. Number one is that sense of purpose and direction that the company
needs, making sure that that’s always clear and people know what we’re all about. The second thing is capital allocation. We only
have so many resources. Making sure that you’re putting those resources where you have the greatest opportunity. And the third,
which I think by far is the most important, is to make sure that you have the right people in the most important jobs inside the
company.

What advice would you give to college graduates?

I think people should seek adventure in life, as opposed to just allowing their ambitions to drive where they want to end up. Lots of
people say, “Tell me what are the steps to get from here to the C.E.O.’s office.” I can say honestly I never sought to be a C.E.O. But
what I’ve always wanted was a new challenge, what I call an adventure. Seek adventure. Seek excitement in what you do.

David Gelles is the Corner Office columnist and a business reporter. Follow him on LinkedIn and Twitter. More about David Gelles

A version of this article appears in print on , Section BU, Page 1 of the New York edition with the headline: The Corporate Soul
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