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In 1995 Dow Corning Corp. filed for bankruptcy, 
overwhelmed by lawsuits claiming the 
company’s silicon-gel breast implants had 
caused serious medical problems in women. It 
would remain in bankruptcy court for nine years. 
During that same period, another major target of 
implant litigation, Bristol-Myers Squibb Co., 
sailed along with barely a hiccup, booking a fat 
$30 billion in cumulative profits. There were, to 
be sure, big differences between the 
defendants. Bristol-Myers Squibb was roughly 
five times Dow Corning’s size and earned a far 
smaller percentage of its revenues from breast 
implants, which, years later, medical 
researchers would conclude weren’t the health 
scourge that critics once imagined. But Bristol-

Myers Squibb also had John McGoldrick, a highly accomplished, self-effacing 
Harvard-trained litigator, running its legal defense.  

Great general counsels come in a variety of flavors. Some are expert at helping 
their companies influence and adapt to the shifting trends of public policy. 
Others have a sixth sense for litigation, knowing when to engage and when to 
retreat. Still others bring a strong business sense to the job that allows them to 
grow beyond the role of technical legal adviser and become a trusted business 
partner and consigliere to the senior management team. At Bristol-Myers, 
McGoldrick was all that and more. 

As outside counsel and then the company’s GC during the implant crisis, he 
was a man with a plan. First, says McGoldrick, “we chose to try cases for a 

 

Corporate 
BOARD MEMBER® 
 



period of time to demonstrate to the plaintiffs’ bar that if they were going to fight 
in the trenches forever and not come in with a reasonable price for a mass 
settlement, it was going to be painful. They might win cases, but they’d lose 
cases too. We wanted to demonstrate there would be costs to them.”  

With his point made, McGoldrick then negotiated the terms of his company’s 
participation in a mass settlement of the class-action breast-implant litigation 
that was pending against Dow Corning, Bristol-Myers Squibb, and other 
defendants. The deal he structured cost Bristol-Myers more than $1 billion. “But 
John was able  to make the case to the board as to why it made sense,” says 
Sandra Leung, then an in-house attorney at the company and now its GC. 
“Some companies folded because of that litigation. We survived.” 

With his sharp, wide-ranging mind and amicable demeanor, McGoldrick had a 
broad portfolio within Bristol-Myers Squibb. He served on the executive 
committee, taking lead responsibility for global policy, government affairs, and 
philanthropy, and he also became president of the medical-devices group, 
which gave him operational authority over one of the company’s three main 
lines of business—all while handling his responsibilities as general counsel. 
“John had the intellectual capacity to grasp a broad set of issues and was a 
particularly effective and persuasive communicator,” says Peter Dolan, 53, 
chairman and CEO of Bristol-Myers Squibb from 2001 to 2006. “He conveyed 
his sense of energy and enthusiasm to those around him.” Moreover, Leung 
says, “John was a champion for doing the right thing.” 

For example, in 2001 McGoldrick helped drive Bristol-Myers’s decision not to 
enforce its patent rights in Africa for a key HIV drug. That allowed generic 
companies there to manufacture the drug while enabling Bristol-Myers Squibb 
to continue protecting its intellectual-property rights elsewhere in the world. 
Long intrigued by African culture and politics—he subscribed to a Nigerian 
newspaper as a Harvard undergrad—McGoldrick assumed a leading role in 
Bristol-Myers Squibb’s Secure the Future program, which has committed $150 
million to a wide range of projects fighting HIV and AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa.  

He left Bristol-Myers Squibb in 2006 to pursue his philanthropic ambitions. 
Today, at 62, he is senior vice president of external strategy development at the 
International AIDS Vaccine Initiative, a global not-for-profit organization seeking 
to develop safe and accessible HIV vaccines for use around the world. He’s 
also non-executive chairman of Zimmer Holdings Inc., a Warsaw, Indiana, 
maker of knee, hip, shoulder, and dental implants that was spun off from 
Bristol-Myers Squibb in 2001. A Zimmer director, Augustus A. White III, 72, a 
Harvard Medical School professor and orthopedic surgeon-in-chief emeritus at 
the school’s Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center in Boston, says McGoldrick 
“seems always to have the big picture in focus. He is always looking at the 
broad and large implications of what’s going on.”  

And that’s exactly what you need from a great GC. by Randy Myers 


