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EDITORS’ NOTE Luis Ubiñas was selected for his 
current post in 2007. Prior to joining the Ford 
Foundation, Luis was a director at McKinsey 
& Company. Luis serves on several nonprofi t, gov-
ernment, and corporate boards, including the 
Advisory Committee for Trade Policy and Negotiation, 
the UN’s High Level Task Force for the International 
Conference on Population and Development, and 
the board of the New York Public Library. He is a 
graduate of Harvard College, where he was named 
a Truman Scholar, and Harvard Business School, 
where he graduated with highest honors. He is a fel-
low of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 
and a member of the Council on Foreign Relations.

ORGANIZATION BRIEF The Ford Foundation 
(www.fordfoundation.org) is the second largest 
philanthropy in the United States with over $11 bil-
lion in assets and $500 million in annual giving. 
The foundation operates worldwide, with offi ces in 
Asia, Africa, and Central and South America.

Has the mission for the Ford Foundation 
evolved over the years?

The root of the mission has remained con-
stant, but the institution has evolved. The Ford 
Foundation is a seminal, global institution with an 
unparalleled history. The foundation’s support for 
Head Start, for public broadcasting and Sesame 
Street, and the work in civil rights and in equal ac-
cess to educational opportunity – which has made 
a profound difference in the lives of millions of 
people is remarkable and inspiring. This legacy 
of accomplishment dates back three-quarters of a 
century. It is this potential for impact that drives us 
every day. I have been at the helm at Ford for 10 
percent of its existence and we won’t know the full 
extent of the infl uence of the work I have led for 
decades, because we know that achieving social 
change requires long-term commitment. 

I can’t think of many other organizations that 
have had and continue to have that kind of lasting 
impact on the lives of people around the world.

How does the focus for the foundation 
remain sharp when there is so much need?

There is a set of ideas we serve at Ford: ideas 
embedded in the legacy of the institution, includ-
ing some of its founding documents, and guiding 
and touchstone ideas.

We talk about the idea of a social justice foun-
dation, a foundation dedicated to the notion that 
if you work as hard as you can, you should have 
opportunity to contribute to society and to make a 
difference in the world. That basic idea of access 
to opportunity, access to the ability to labor for the 
common good and, in the process, progress indi-
vidually, is what allows societies to prosper and is 
the guiding principle for all of our work.

So we have programs that encourage people 
to work and save, programs that encourage peo-
ple to stay in school, and programs that encourage 
people to meet their civic responsibility to partici-
pate in the body politic.

The notion that everyone should be afforded 
the opportunity to contribute is deep within the 
legacy of this institution.

Have you been able to establish clear met-
rics and track impact in each of those areas?

We do an enormous amount of work that re-
quires both qualitative and quantitative under-
standing of progress, and it is essential to strike the 
right balance between them. For example, in our 
Expanded Learning Time work, we are on the one 
hand, qualitatively building public support, public 
awareness, and broad-based engagement in the 
idea that American children should be in school 
more than the fi ve or six hours a day that they cur-
rently are allowed.

At the same time, we’re making sure through 
quantitative measures that there are kids in those 
schools, that the number of schools offering ex-
panded learning time goes up from under 1,000 
to over 2,000 over a matter of a few years; that 
the number of children in those schools goes up 
from under one million to over two million; and 
that those kids then are shown to be doing far 
better academically, as they are.

It’s that balance between qualitative and 
quantitative that is absolutely essential to thoughtful 
evaluation. Losing that balance means losing long-
term the kind of aspirational achievements that are 
central to the kind of work philanthropies can do.

What role should social media play in 
this effort?

In a world where communities can orga-
nize across geographies on a scalable basis at 
exceptionally low cost, technology is absolutely 

essential to what we’re doing. We can bring peo-
ple together on issue after issue on these scalable 
digital platforms in ways that would have been 
impossible 15 years ago; we can use platforms 
that already exist that we don’t need to create our-
selves: Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr and others that 
are as open to nonprofi t and civil society ideas as 
they are to any other idea – and they can scale 
from 10 people to 10 million people in short order, 
increasing the impact of the work exponentially.

Is it challenging to remain innovative 
at your size and scale?

We have such global reach, such depth of 
reputation, built over decades of stewardship from 
past board leaders, that we have the privilege of 
seeing some of the most innovative opportunities 
out there across continents and countries.

We also have the advantage of a global net-
work of offi ces, staff, and partners who share with 
us the best, most innovative ideas on a routine basis.

How do you utilize partnerships in 
these efforts?

Soon after I arrived, we reorganized the work 
of the foundation around 34 institutional strategies 
with clear goals and developed approaches for ac-
complishing those goals, and resources suffi cient 
to propel impact. The initiatives themselves were 
interwoven around the idea of social justice and a 
focus on poor and marginalized communities.

Every one of these strategies had a partner-
ship model as one of its elements. We asked, in 
every one of our 34 initiatives, not just which 
other foundations we could work with but how 
we could work more deeply with business, gov-
ernment, and other elements of civil society.

Do you take the time to reflect on what 
the Ford Foundation has accomplished?

For any organization to thrive, it is imperative 
that individually and institutionally there be time 
to step back and refl ect: to ask, every day, what 
we can be doing better or differently, and what 
we’re missing. Without those moments of refl ec-
tion, an organization will not grow. We have insti-
tutionalized these moments of refl ection in a series 
of learning meetings, annual refl ection discussions, 
and other opportunities where we can step back 
and consider our work and its impact.

When this opportunity presented it-
self, did you know it would be a good fit?

The Ford Foundation made such a difference 
in my early life, so to make a transformative differ-
ence in the life of the organization – in a sense to 
repay my debt to the institution – has been not just 
remarkable but deeply gratifying.•

Luis A. Ubiñas

A Foundation 
for Social Justice

An Interview with 
Luis A. Ubiñas, President, Ford Foundation
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EDITORS’ NOTE John Thiel began his career with 
Merrill Lynch in 1989 as a fi nancial advisor in 
Tampa, Florida and later served as a Global Private 
Client Advisory Division Regional Director in two 
Chicago-area offi ces. He joined the Private Banking 
and Investment Group in 2000 and launched its 
private wealth management business in the Pacifi c 
West Region. He was named the head of the group 
in 2006 and ultimately head of all of Merrill Lynch 
Wealth Management. Prior to joining Merrill Lynch, 
Thiel had a distinguished career in the public ac-
counting and insurance industries. His extensive 
background also includes tax and estate planning 
along with fi nancial operating experience as a CPA 
with KPMG.

COMPANY BRIEF Merrill Lynch Wealth 
Management (www.wealthmanagement.ml.com) 
is a leading provider of comprehensive wealth 
management and investment services for individ-
uals and businesses globally. With nearly 15,000 
fi nancial advisors and $1.8 trillion in client bal-
ances, it is among the largest businesses of its 
kind in the world. Within Merrill Lynch Wealth 
Management, the Private Banking and Investment 
Group provides tailored solutions to ultra-affl uent 
clients, offering both the intimacy of a boutique 
and the resources of a premier global fi nancial ser-
vices company. These clients are served by more 
than 150 Private Wealth Advisor teams, along with 
experts in areas such as investment management, 
concentrated stock management, and intergen-
erational wealth transfer strategies. Merrill Lynch 
Wealth Management is part of Bank of America 
Corporation.

How has Merrill Lynch Wealth Management 
created such consistent results and how is 
the business faring today?

Historically, we have been grounded in the 
leadership style, the humility, and the candor 
that Charlie Merrill brought to this organiza-
tion 100 years ago. His notion that the interests 

of the customers must always come fi rst has 
guided us through good economic times and 
bad.

Interestingly, Merrill Lynch was at one time 
the laughingstock of Wall Street with our novel 
concept of “bringing Wall Street to Main Street.” 
Years later, this proved to be a value proposition 
that enabled many more Americans than ever 
before to participate in and prosper through the 
capital formation process and to truly become 
“investors.” The leaders who succeeded Charlie 
had humility and continued to put client interests 
fi rst. Most of these leaders grew up in the wealth 
management business, which gave them great 
perspective to help lead our new approach to the 
industry. That spirit of innovation and trying to 
always improve the industry has made all of us 
work harder and be more refl ective – and con-
tinues to guide us in meeting today’s challenges.

What makes the firm unique?
In a word: culture. While leadership needs 

to drive the culture, it ultimately needs to be 
refl ected through every advisor who carries our 
business card and interacts with clients.

You can also point to the uniqueness in the 
leadership of this organization. If you look at 
who is running wealth management businesses 
across the industry, many were at one point lead-
ers at Merrill Lynch.

So it’s the leadership style of Merrill 
Lynch, demonstrated by advisors and manage-
ment alike, that has created the success of this 
organization, and is manifested by how our 
clients feel about us.

How much of a niche is the market for 
clients?

We have a broad client base and we focus 
on three core segments: the affl uent, the ultra-
high-net-worth, and an institutional segment, 
which often results in private wealth manage-
ment but starts as a corporate client.

We approach each of those segments with 
unique resources even though a fi nancial advi-
sor always serves as the point person.

Following the recent recession, many 
say financial services hasn’t changed much. 
Is this true?

It is changing and we’re going to lead that 
change, but it is not yet changed.

The change that is necessary is that we, as 
an industry, need to stop talking to clients about 
the way we think about their money and start 
talking to them about the way they think about 
their money.

What we found through a lot of con-
versations in formal and informal interac-
tions with our clients is that they think their 
money has many jobs to do. Initially, cli-
ents will talk about risk in the ways that our 
industry has taught them, meaning portfolio 
volatility. But risk for most of our clients is 
more closely related to achieving the out-
comes they want.

Clients have been told for years that suc-
cess was simply about beating a benchmark. 
But while performance is important, the period 
from 2000 to 2010 showed us that regardless of 
performance versus a benchmark, it may not 
be enough return to achieve the outcomes our 
clients are looking for.

Of course, 2008 and 2009 put an exclama-
tion point on this. Our clients have literally said 
they don’t want to see charts or graphs anymore 
because the bottom line was that it didn’t get 
them to their desired outcome.

How do you relay that change to the 
advisors?

Our approach is called “goals-based 
wealth management,” which is identifying 
a common set of needs that our clients have 
depending on wealth level and stage of life. 
It’s about helping the advisors realize that we 
have to redefine the conversation and ask 
clients, what are your essential goals and those 
that are discretionary? Must-haves and nice-to-
haves if you will. The way we would invest is 
different for an essential goal versus a discre-
tionary goal. Furthermore, we factor in their 
“investment personalities” to be sure that we 
provide advice that is consistent with the way 
they perceive risk and many other factors. 

The equity markets are going up but 
there are many concerns about the econ-
omy and unemployment levels. How do 
you see the economy faring today?

The economy at the moment is growing 
slowly. We’re optimistic that we will see some pick 
up, which should help to steadily bring unemploy-
ment down. Maybe we’re going back to when 
people saved and debt was managed more pru-
dently, which is healthy in the long term.

What has Bank of America brought to 
Merrill Lynch and how did the cultures mesh?

Since Bank of America also had a strong 
customer- and client-focused culture, the merger 
was a natural fi t. Across all lines of business, 
Bank of America is about teamwork. We call it 
“success that is shared.”•

John W. Thiel

Client-Focused

An Interview with John W. Thiel, 
Head of Merrill Lynch Wealth Management
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