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Transcript – Christine Ann Miller 
believes boards need diversity of skills 
and life experiences to help them thrive 
 
 

Helga Svendsen  0:00   

Today on the Take on Board podcast, I'm speaking with Christine Miller about diversity in the 

boardroom. And in fact if our conversation pre starting to record is anything to go by, perhaps 

diversity in the world.  

 

Anyway, before we start the podcast today, I'd like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of the 

land on which we record. For me, I'm on the unseeded lands of the orangery, people of the Kulin 

nation, and I pay my respects to elder's past and present. I also acknowledge any First Nations 

people who may be listening today. I acknowledge their continuing connection to land waters, skies, 

culture and country. I support voice treaty and truth for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples. And I encourage others in the Take on Board community to do the same.  

 

Now, let me tell you about Christine. Christine is on the advisory boards of - you'll have to explain 

some of these for us in a moment, Christine, but BioNJ, Antimicrobials Working Group, HBA and she 

has previously been on the boards of Iveric Bio. Christine Miller is currently the president and CEO of 

Melinta Therapeutics, where she is accelerating transformation and redefining the portfolio from 

pure play antibiotics to become a leader in the acute care space. Welcome to the Take on Board 

podcast, Christine. 

 

Christine Miller  1:18   

Thank you. Thank you for having me. 

 

Helga Svendsen  1:20   

It is fabulous to have you. As I said earlier, we've already had such a fabulous conversation even 

before we hit record. So Christine, people in the Take on Board community know that I always love 
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to talk about diversity in the boardroom. So whilst I'm very much looking forward to that 

conversation, first up, as always, I would love to dig a little bit deeper about you. So tell me about 

your upbringing, the lessons that you learned, what you got up to, and the leading influences on 

how you thought and what you did?  

 

Christine Miller  1:51   

Well, I was born to a family that emigrated to the United States in the 1960s. My grandmothers both 

took a leap of faith is actually slightly close to each other, leaving their husbands in Jamaica to come 

to the US. And they did this in the pursuit of opportunity. And they eventually bought their families 

along. And this was the 1960. So this was an incredible time and the US, right, it was a civil rights 

movement. And in Jamaica, no one paid attention to the colour of your skin. But in the US, 

everything was different. What motivated my family was purpose. And it's something that I watched 

and was influenced by from a very young age. The purpose that many of the women in my family 

pursued was actually in helping patients. So my paternal grandmother, one of her unofficial Jobs was 

a midwife. And my maternal grandmother was a nurse's aide, my mother and two Aunts were 

registered dieticians and I had two other aunts that were nurses. And I vividly remember going to 

the hospital where my mother worked when I was a child. And I would peek into the room, what she 

was doing, listening to how should be consulted on different cases. And I just thought that was in 

credible experience. This really inspired me. I actually thought I'd be the first family doctor. But then 

I did an internship at a hospital when I was in high school. And I had to go to the morgue, and 

decided to rethink - I loved math, I loved problem solving. And and I loved my high school chemistry 

class. And I somehow was able to put this all together to decide I actually wanted to become a 

chemical engineer. I was influenced by my cousin who was going to MIT for engineering, and 

everything that he did, they loved and I was like, well, they love Douglas for being an engineer. I'm 

going to do that too and so yeah, I decided to pursue chemical engineering. And I got the 

opportunity to intern at a pharmaceutical company. When I was in college, and discovered that even 

being a chemical engineer in pharma, I could help patients like my family. And then I discovered 

through an internship when I was in college, that I could actually help patients by working at a 

pharmaceutical company making medicines and that can help save patients lives. So, that sort of just 

a little bit about me and what I was like, because or how I came up as a child. 

 

Helga Svendsen  5:07   

So I often hear people talking about purpose and their own purpose. But it sounds to me like you've 

got this, this family handed down by the generations purpose that you all, or at least that you have 

really taken on, I'm intrigued to know is that other members of the family as well, like your whole 

family of helping people? 
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Christine Miller  5:31   

So many of my family is actually about helping patients. In addition to that, even if people are not in 

specifically helping patients, the way purpose and helping other shows up in their lives, is something 

that's consistent with our family is all about helping others. And so I always say to people, that my 

personal purpose, I have a shared for purpose statement. And I actually the first time I actually put 

this purpose statement, I actually put the statements together in the context of a tree with all the 

roots and the branches and the trees and the fruit it could bear that the basis of this purpose 

statement was the roots of my family and my heritage and, and all the things that were kind of 

rooted in me from all of my ancestors that came before me. And my personal purpose tag is helping 

people live better lives through problem solving. And the fruit that I want that to bear is having an 

impact on other people's lives. 

 

Helga Svendsen  6:42   

Oh, my goodness, that is amazing. I love that I can already picture that, although your actual picture 

might look different to what I have in my head of your purpose statement. But I love that, that 

you've made it into a picture. And I just yeah, like I say, I don't think I've heard you know, if I think of 

my family background, I think my father in particular, certainly kind of passed on a community, being 

involved in the community and handing back to the community and those sorts of things. But this 

family heirloom of helping patients, I love it. That's amazing. Thank you. I love it. When I dig into 

people's background, it says so much about what's going on. So that explains so much about you and 

why you do what you do. So let's dig into then it probably explains a little bit about diversity in the 

boardroom as well. So let's dig into board diversity in the boardroom. When did you first become 

interested in diversity in the boardroom? How did that journey start? 

 

Christine Miller  7:44   

So it's very interesting, I think, I am very much committed to culture, and building culture within 

organisations. I'm a firm believer that in order to ensure that you have the best outcomes, as a 

company, that that really starts with having a high performing team. And an essential pillar of having 

a high performing team is to have diversity, diversity, not only of race or ethnicity or gender, but also 

have personal experiences, professional experiences, age, right do you just really want to be able to 

bring another voices around the table so that you are able to innovate. And so as I have just kind of 

evolved in my career and had to have different experiences, I've seen that this idea of high 

performing teams and diversity is is important at every level. And as I climb the ladder, I've seen that 

it's even the most important thing is actually that it starts in the boardroom, because the board, 

along with the CEO sets the tone. That is I think very, very important.  
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Helga Svendsen  9:10   

It's interesting, isn't it? I think I mean, I, as a bit of a governance nerd, of course happen to agree 

with you tone from the top is key. Although it's interesting, I'm not sure it's always seen that way. I 

think sometimes the board? Well, quite frankly, I think the board is sometimes seen as a bit of an 

ivory tower of those people over there, but it's not connected to what we do down here. How do 

you think boards can make sure that what they do in relation to setting that tone from the top is 

connected to what the organisation does and vice versa? That what the organisation does is 

connected to what happens in the boardroom?  

 

Christine Miller  9:44   

Or can I share with you kind of my personal experience being on the board? 

 

Helga Svendsen  9:49   

We love stories here at Take on Board share away.  

 

Christine Miller  9:52   

So I was on a public company board and I was recruited into the board. That story in of itself was 

pretty amazing because I had a very forward looking chair, who was really pushing to get diversity, a 

diverse slate of candidates. And because she pushed to get a diverse slate of candidates, that's 

where my resume popped up. Because Iveric Bio is a ophthalmology based company, and I'm not an 

expert in ophthalmology. And so I wouldn't naturally kind of rise to the top. But when pushing to say 

think creatively, like, you know, kind of open up the aperture and look at different things. That's 

where I came up. And as a result, they took a look at my background, they saw the diversity of my 

background, not just my the way, the fact that I was African American, but my expertise and 

commercialization that the board as a skill set didn't have. And they were going into the next phase 

of the company where they were going from a development stage company to a commercialization 

stage company. And they needed someone who was an expert in that and that I brought to the 

table, along with some other thing. So the fact that you had a chair and the CEO, who really wanted 

to have diversity was so important to getting me to the table. Now, interestingly enough, it was a 

employee that actually kicked off this idea for the board to say, hey, you should really think about 

how to further diversify the board. Now, how did an employee in this message get the board, 

because this was a board that actually spent time with employees. And I think this is a best practice, 

I think it's so important that boards don't sit in the ivory towers, disconnected from an organisation 

that they actually find the time to be connected with employees, because that's where you're able 

to hear and understand what the needs are of the organisation and how you can make the 

connection. 
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Helga Svendsen  12:21   

That is interesting on so many levels. And yeah, having that connection, it's key, isn't it? You can't be 

in the ivory tower. So what should boards be thinking about? Or what should organisations be 

thinking about? Or people within organisations or boards or chairs? What should people be thinking 

about more trying to achieve board diversity? 

 

Christine Miller  12:41   

So it goes to a little bit to what I said before, it's so you'd have to open the aperture, you have to 

think about diversity in a multifaceted way. What typically happens when boards are thinking about 

filling board seats, typically saying, Oh, let me put this checklist I that I would like to have right in a 

person they meet with maybe an executive recruiter, or they talk to people and that they know and 

they say I like this list of you know, 15, missing things. And I know working with executive recruiters, 

these executive recruiters, of course, understandably trying to do their job will look to check all the 

boxes, and they won't be creative. So I think the tone has to be set, like the chair of the ivory board, 

to say, don't just look at trying to track these boxes, let's think outside of the box, so to speak. And 

not only think about okay, does this person have this in this in this experience? But what are some of 

the attributes that we would like for that person to have, and seek out truly a diverse kind of array of 

people looking at age, looking at culture of looking at, even outside the industry, it's not called 

necessarily that you have to have all every seat filled with someone in your industry. There's 

different ways to look at it. And think it depends on answering the question, what problem are you 

trying to solve for by filling the seats? And when you focus on trying to answer the question of what 

problem am I trying to solve for and you're having that conversation with the people helping you do 

the search for the board seat? I think that allows people to be more creative on how they look about 

Filling The Seats. There's also should be consideration on how many seats you have. Some boards 

have a limited number of seats, but it may be better to have, depending on where the company is 

more seats around the table. 

 

Helga Svendsen  15:04   

I'm interested in the in the US in Australia, the standard heavy inverted commas, the standard board 

is seven plus or minus two. So between five to nine is the standard size of a board here. And I think 

you're right, the smaller sizes like in five, it's pretty tricky to build in diversity. But in the larger sizes 

seven to nine, able to do so just out of interest, what's the standard size? How many people are 

generally sitting around the board table in the US? 

 

Christine Miller  15:31   

I think that's pretty, I think similar. It's not prescriptive. And it depends on whether you're public or 

private company, you find a lot of times that private companies, especially private equity backed 

companies tend to have smaller boards. So there is some no pun intended diversity on the on the 
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size. But I would say seven to nine is not uncommon. One other thing I wanted to add is when you 

think about the needs of the board, from a committee perspective, this is also an opportunity to 

think about having more people on the board, because then you can have some more diversity of 

thought in your committees, and then you don't have all the committees having all the same people. 

And then you can end up kind of falling into a trap of more rote thinking.  

 

Helga Svendsen  16:31   

That's true. And I think, increasingly, there are potentially more committees of boards as well. Back 

in the day, there was probably finance and risk, possibly one committee, possibly two committees, 

increasingly, as we started people and culture committees, or ESG committees, or is known as a 

whole range of other issues that boards now consider. So that's interesting, too. And even I often 

encourage organisations to have people, independent people on the committees as well. So 

potentially not some board members and some external people, again, to bring in those different 

views and the robustness of conversations. 

 

Christine Miller  17:09   

I agree. 100%. Yeah. 

 

Helga Svendsen  17:11   

So I'm interested to hear more about then maybe your experience of the board when you came in, 

because I agree entirely, can't just be tick a box. And it sounds like the chair of your board. Sounds 

like the chair of your boards was pretty extraordinary. They're actually, like any employee in the 

organisation says, I think we need more diversity. And the chair goes, Hey, yeah, that's a great idea. 

Let's embrace it and leaps in like just those two things often don't happen. Or if they do say, yes, we 

need more diversity often do go immediately to tick a box rather than to really embedding. So I'm 

interested then about your experience once you were in the boardroom, because it is common that 

the more diversity that comes in, the more, shall we say robust, the conversations are, and they can 

be tricky. So I'm interested to hear how the chair of your board or how the board rearranged itself, 

because I'm sure it would need to rearrange itself in the way the conversations were held to ensure 

that they were truly inclusive. Can you tell me more of that story and how that inclusiveness was 

built in as well. 

 

Christine Miller  18:20   

So I was very fortunate to not only have an amazing chair, and amazing work colleagues, but the CEO 

of Iveric Bio is also amazing. And he really set the tone for culture and inclusivity. Not only within his 

organisation, but also as the board here. And you can see that plate now, in the way information or 

topics were brought to the board. It was there was never a box checking exercise of this is for your 
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information only. He would always bring a topic to the board and say this is something that we are 

challenged with or considering or thinking about. And really opening up to the discussion and our 

chair would really facilitate a great discussion. Now part of it is making sure you have the time and 

that you're spending the time together. And you're spending the time together in different venues. 

Some is in a meeting. Some is a visit is over dinner. Some of it is in the car. Some of it is offline, some 

of it's in the committee meeting but just having a lot of different venues and creating enough space. 

So it's just enough time that you have the time or the talk, being really mindful. Are you allocating 

enough time for the topic? presenting the information and just giving space for people to weigh in. 

And what I loved about the experience is that even when someone had an idea that may be different 

than everyone else's, the acknowledgement that the idea was helpful and valid. And let's talk about 

that more, I think is just incredibly important. One of the things that I would share is that, as I 

mentioned earlier, we were transforming the company from a development stage to a commercial 

stage company. And we were going to be launching a potentially first to market treatment for a 

disease that there was no, literally no treatment for is for dry AMD. And a lot of resources were 

needed to do this. A lot of scale was needed to do this. And we had to take some strategic decisions. 

Is it something that we did buy on our own? Or do we look to partner? Or do we look to sell a 

company, and being able to have open dialogue, robust dialogue was so essential, bringing in 

outside experts getting independent views was so essential to be able, being able to make a 

thoughtful decision that not only affected the people around the table, but it affected our 

employees, and affects the patients that we were looking to serve? Now, we ended up taking a 

strategic decision to actually sell the company. So we did sell the company last year. So I will exited 

because of that reason. That's why I'm a former board member, a fighter. But what I experienced 

during that journey, was the quintessential, coming together of a diverse thoughts and opinions and 

not just checking the box because leaders that the tone, or CEO set the tone, the board set the chair 

set the tone of asking and really wanting other people's opinion.  

 

Helga Svendsen  22:18   

I have people say to me, Well, what if the board's not inclusive? What can I do to help make it more 

inclusive? If I'm thinking about joining that board? And I confess, I sometimes say if they're not just 

don't join them. Like there's no use joining the board to help them tick a box, if you're not going to 

have your voice heard. 

 

Christine Miller  22:34   

I think it's so important. So you know, I listened to your, I think was your last podcast at behind 

about psychological safety. And I think it's extremely important for you to have psychological safety 

in order to have diversity work in board. And I think, four is that when you're looking at a board 

opportunity that you're diligence in yet, and you're making sure that one, as I mentioned before, I'm 

a purpose, person. So is this opportunity lining up with my purpose. And that good? Does it align 

with my values? Because that's where you're more inclined to have psychological safety? If you 

believe those two things, success for the opportunity? And if it doesn't, move on?  
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Helga Svendsen  23:28   

That's right. And of course, it's completely possible to increase psychological safety and work on it. 

You've just got to want to do that. Oh, Christine, what a magnificent conversation. What are the key 

things you want people to take away from the conversation that we've had today?  

 

Christine Miller  23:46   

The first thing is be open minded, if you have the opportunity to create more diversity on the board 

that you sit on. Really think about not just simply checking boxes, but really looking at diversity, 

opening up the aperture, looking at race, looking at necessity, looking at age, looking at what types 

of industries personal and professional experience, I think it's really important to kind of open up the 

view on what diversity is, and really looking to take advantage of those diverse views that you have 

around the table to help drive innovation help drive problem solving. So that's one. The second 

piece is around the culture. The tone needs to be start from the top. So if you have an opportunity 

to be at the board really sets a tone of diversity, not just by saying it, but by living that out by 

soliciting diverse points of view. There's easy ways to be able to do that just by simply asking, does 

anyone have a different point of view. And that allows for that psychological safety to be created. 

And I think that those are the two key pieces that I think I would leave, leave people with. Because 

we can each make a difference if we lean into those two things. 

 

Helga Svendsen  25:18   

Thank you. I think I'm also going to prompt in there, though your views about purpose and values. 

And I think, define your purpose and values, draw your beautiful tree, if that's what it is, and how it 

defines your purpose, define your values and lean into them and align.  

 

Christine Miller  25:33   

That is absolutely foundational, absolute foundation. I really appreciate having the opportunity to do 

today and to have this conversation. It's been a real blessing.  

 

Helga Svendsen  25:46   

Oh, we love it. Just before we wrap up, I'm wondering, is there a resource you would like to share 

with the Take on Board community?  
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Christine Miller  25:53   

Absolutely. So I have a book called The Speed of Trust, I actually have use this with my team, tone is 

set from the top. So as a executive committee, we are very much focused on culture. And we have 

been not only reading the Speed of Trust, but we've been working to make sure that we're creating 

an environment of trust where people can speak up and have that psychological safety. So it's a 

book by Stephen Covey. And really, really excellent. 

 

Helga Svendsen  26:34   

Great, we will make sure there is a link to that in the show notes as well. Oh, Christine, thank you. 

Thank you for taking the time to share your tips and tricks and your stories with the Take on Board 

community. I appreciate you taking the time and I'm sure others in the community appreciated also. 

So thank you for being with us today. 

 

Christine Miller  26:52   

Thank you 

 

Transcribed by https://otter.ai 


