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The following developments from the past month offer guidance on corporate law and governance law as they may be applied 
to nonprofit health care organizations: 

1. DIRECTOR LIABILITY 
Two perspectives on director liability, emerging from the for-profit sector, may have application to boards of nonprofit health 
systems. One perspective is that bylaw-based exculpatory protection for directors, as provided for under state law, may have 
significant limitations. According to this perspective, conscientious directors who follow a process (e.g., change of control) on 
the advice of experts, that is subsequently determined to fall outside the range of reasonableness, may be found to have 
breached the applicable standard of conduct despite being fully protected from monetary penalties by the exculpatory 
provision. The other perspective is that the power of certain regulators to bar officers and directors from future board service 
is an underutilized enforcement device which should be applied more often to correct director oversight failures. Note that this 
power was used by the New York Attorney General in a prominent 2012 settlement involving a nonprofit organization. 

2. ROLE OF THE GENERAL COUNSEL 
Two new surveys lend empirical support to the view that the general counsel of a sophisticated enterprise (such as a health 
system) has highly consequential responsibilities, and thus should occupy a position of hierarchical importance within the 
organization. These surveys reflect an evolving role for the general counsel, by which he/she is increasingly viewed as a 
leading and valued member of the executive team. The general counsel's responsibilities are perceived as extending beyond 
traditional legal tasks to include governance and risk management, and providing material contributions towards the 
development of business strategy. These survey results are particularly significant given new concerns that the governing 
board is increasingly confused by the lack of clear distinction between the roles of the general counsel, and other key 
corporate leaders such as the compliance officer, internal auditor, chief risk officer and privacy officer. 

3. UNENFORCEABLE COMPENSATION 
An important new decision from the Second Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals provides guidance to general counsel and to 
compensation committees on the use of the “unenforceability defense” to avoid payment on contracts involving allegedly excess 
executive compensation. The appeal arose from the employer (a nonprofit health insurance plan)’s breach of an agreement to 
pay its former CEO certain incentive compensation amounts. The state insurance commissioner had determined that a portion of 
the compensation was excessive as a matter of law, and that the compensation program was flawed (because, for example, it 
paid out at or above the target level more frequently than would be expected). The former CEO filed suit seeking damages arising 
from the breach. The Court of Appeals affirmed a lower court decision granting summary judgment in favor of the nonprofit, but on 
different grounds. While the lower court relied on the doctrine of impracticability; the Court of Appeals’ determined that the 
agreement requiring payment of what the commissioner had concluded to be excessive was unenforceable because it was in 
violation of state public policy considerations. 

4. TERM LIMITS 
The advantages and disadvantages of term limits are discussed in an influential new scholarly article, concluding that 
overarching guidelines or best practices on director tenure restrictions (e.g., term limits) should be avoided. The article 
acknowledges the general validity of arguments in favor of and opposed to the concept.  Yet, it recommends that tenure 
restrictions be considered on a case-by case basis, and that companies have the option to determine director tenure matters 
in the context of the board’s determination of the governance needs of the organization. In that regard, the article encourages 
boards to resist pressure from external sources to establish devices such as term limits, mandatory retirement age and similar 
mechanisms that could conceivably restrict board discretion in making its own decisions on director effectiveness and 
performance. In essence, the suggestion is that matters of director tenure should be left to the business judgment of the board, 
rather than being prompted by perceptions of “best practice” or industry norms. 

http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/corpgov/2014/04/11/reliance-by-directors-whats-a-conscientious-director-to-do/
http://clsbluesky.law.columbia.edu/2014/06/03/unfit-for-duty-the-officer-and-director-bar-as-a-remedy-for-fraud/
http://www.ag.ny.gov/press-release/ag-schneiderman-obtains-55-million-settlement-self-dealing-leading-not-profit-provider
http://www.kpmg.com/Global/en/IssuesAndInsights/ArticlesPublications/broadening-role-general-counsel/Documents/general-counsel-survey-report-v3.pdf
https://www.boardmember.com/Article_Details.aspx?id=11207
http://www.mwe.com/info/pubs/Milnes_v._Blue_Cross.pdf
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/corpgov/2014/05/22/renewed-focus-on-corporate-director-tenure/


 

A monthly briefing for the Nonprofit Health Care General Counsel 

Compiled with commentary by MICHAEL W. PEREGRINE 
 

 

For additional information on any of the developments referenced above, please contact Michael at +1 312 984 6933 or at 
mperegrine@mwe.com; or visit his publications library at www.mwe.com/peregrinepubs. 

© 2014 McDermott Will & Emery LLP. 

 
Corporate Law & Governance Update  |  June 2014                                                                                                                                                                      2 

5. COMPLIANCE GUIDELINES 
Recent public comments and enforcement actions from the SEC underscore the importance attributed to a clear allocation 
of, and coordination with respect to, compliance management responsibilities between an organization’s general counsel and its 
chief compliance officer. The catalyst was a recent enforcement action initiated by the SEC against the compliance officer of a 
financial services company. The allegations were that the compliance officer was aware of regulatory violations by the company 
but did not take steps to bring the company into compliance and, instead, affirmatively assisted the violations. In conjunction 
with this enforcement action, SEC officials have acknowledged the need to remove any confusion as to the expectations for 
appropriate conduct by compliance officers. While these developments did not arise from the health care sector, and the SEC 
has no direct jurisdiction over nonprofit health systems, the SEC’s interest in providing clear guidelines on gatekeeper conduct is 
worthy of notice by health system leadership. 

6. OUTSIDE BUSINESS ACTIVITIES 
A sensitive, but increasingly important, oversight responsibility of governance is to provide guidelines on outside business 
activities and compensation arrangements of the CEO and other senior executives. This oversight is typically based upon terms in 
the executive employment agreement, or through specific policies adopted by the board and applicable to the management team. 
The goal is to assure the full-time attention of executive leadership to their responsibilities and to avoid excess compensation, 
conflict of interest and related concerns with executives who are distracted by other activities or relationships. The value of such 
oversight was recently demonstrated by media reports of an agreement between a state university and its former medical school 
president by which the university may recoup from the former president income he received from an outside contractor to the 
university, without the university’s permission. 

7. INTRA SYSTEM DISPUTE 
Recently filed litigation provides general counsel with a practical example of how significant contractual disputes over 
financial commitments can arise between corporate members of the same health care system. At the core of the dispute is the 
proper interpretation of an affiliation agreement pledge by one system member (a nonprofit charitable pediatric support 
organization) to make donations to the system parent, in support of a related children’s hospital. The nonprofit’s allegations are 
that the parent breached its affiliation agreement duties and improperly enriched itself by misapplying the donations, which 
allegations the parent company denies. The litigation reflects the increasing risk of tension and misunderstanding in parent-
subsidiary relationships, created by affiliation, that can threaten the cohesiveness of a health system. 

8. RISK MANAGEMENT OVERSIGHT 
The board’s responsibility for oversight of organizational risk management is an increasingly crucial governance task.  To that end, it 
is relevant to note the recent action of the GM board to engage outside counsel in connection with the ongoing ignition-switch 
controversy. According to media reports, the GM board requested its own probe—apart from that which was conducted by counsel 
to the company—to review how information concerning the alleged product defects was transmitted to the board. Another goal of the 
board’s probe is to ensure that future safety issues are more rapidly brought to the board’s attention. In this regard, the efforts of the 
GM board are consistent with governance-prompted efforts, across industry lines (including health care), to assure that critical risk 
information (e.g., “information that keeps management awake at night”) is transmitted to the governing board in a timely manner and 
in a context that is readily understandable by the board. 

9. INDEMNIFICATION & INSURANCE 
A new, thoughtful scholarly article examines the important question of whether indemnification and D&O insurance truly 
provide meaningful protection to the board and to executive leadership. Particular focus is placed on state law advancement 
and indemnification provisions; bylaw provisions that require the organization to advance fees and provide indemnification to 
the maximum extent permitted by law; typical limitations to indemnification provisions; and scope of coverage/limitation issues 
under “D&O” insurance policies. The subject of insurance and indemnification protection is highly relevant given the current 
regulatory emphasis on individual accountability for corporate malfeasance. Greater awareness of the available protections, 
and potential coverage gaps/limitations, will support informed decision-making by corporate leadership and may prompt efforts 
to refine the scope and content of such protections. It is, thus, a topic that merits close consideration by the governing board, 
and corporate officers, in the context of the risk environment in which the health care system operates. The general counsel is 
well-positioned to lead such a discussion.  

http://www.mwe.com/peregrinepubs
http://www.sec.gov/News/Speech/Detail/Speech/1370541872207#.U49OefldWSo
http://www.sec.gov/News/Speech/Detail/Speech/1370541857558
http://www.sec.gov/News/PressRelease/Detail/PressRelease/1370541860014
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/11/08/david-r-smith-penn-state-pay_n_4242527.html
http://www.courier-journal.com/story/money/companies/2014/05/08/kosair-charities-says-norton-healthcare-misused-funds/8867015/
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB20001424052702304908304579561970858118120
http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/corpgov/2014/05/28/how-much-protection-do-indemnification-and-do-insurance-provide/


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.6
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 200
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.25333
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 200
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU (These are the recommended settings for exporting PDF Documents to the Zmags Publicator.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /EmbedAll
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [200 200]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


