
J o h n  Ko s k i n e n ’ s  p a re n t s  t a u g h t  h i m  a  fe w 
i m p o r t a n t  l e s s o n s  g ro w i n g  u p:  b e l i e v e  i n 
yo u r s e l f,  m a k e  t h e  m o s t  of  w h a te v e r  yo u 
d o,  w o r k  h a rd ,  a n d  w h a te v e r  yo u  s t a r t , 

f i n i s h  i t!  T h e s e  w e re  v a l u a b l e  F i n n i s h  l e s s o n s  t h a t 
c a r r i e d  i n to  a  c a re e r  t h a t  s p a n n e d  s o m e  of  t h e 
m o s t  c h a l l e n g i n g  a s s i g n m e n t s  i n  t h e  p r i v a te  a n d 
n o n - p rof i t  s e c to r s ,  a n d  to  t h e  h i g h e s t  of f i ce s  of 
g o v e r n m e n t  —  a l l  t h e  w a y  to  t h e  W h i te  Ho u s e . 

When  
Opportunity  

Calls

His upbringing was an integral part of 
his success. John’s grandparents 
were Finnish on both sides. 
His mother’s family settled 
in Minnesota and his father’s 
family in Ohio, and their 
heritage was always a source 
of pride. His parents met at a 
Finnish dance hall in Cleveland, 
and John remembers enjoying 
the sauna at his grandfather’s 
farm in Minnesota, and his 
mother baking Finnish coffee 
bread and letting it rise on  
the radiator. 

John’s parents believed that everyone 
should be assimil ated into American 
societ y without any accent, and did 
not te ach their children the Finnish 
l anguage. Still, his maternal 
grandfather spoke only Finnish, 
and John picked up a few words 
here and there. It was nice to 
have a secret language to use 
when you needed it. 

John grew up in Clevel and until the 
age of 12, when his father took a 
job in Kentuck y.  Education was 
always highly valued in his 
family; his mother earned 
her degree later in life at 
Morehead College. John studied 
physics at Duke University 
(graduating magna cum laud), 
followed by Yale Law School. 
His parents were proud of his 
academic accomplishments, 
but never boastful or overly 
congratulatory. “They were 
supportive of whatever you 
wanted to do,” John says.

Like his Finnish ancestors, John set out 
to make his own way in the world and 
take advantage of whatever opportunities 
called along the way.

After college, he worked as an attorney 
in a large law firm in California. But he 
felt a stronger calling for public 
service. In 1967, the cities were 
burning and he was energized 
to do something. He went to 
Washington, D.C. in August to 
find a job in government, and 
arrived just a few days after  
the National Advisory 
Commission on Civil Disorders 
(known as the Kerner 
Commission) was created. 
When the opportunity arose 
through a mutual acquaintance 
to work for the commission, 
he seized it. The Kerner 
Commission investigated  
the causes of the  
racial riots during the 
long, hot summer of 1967, 
and made programmatic 
recommendations to avoid  
a recurrence. 

John loved the work and the cit y, 
and took a position in the D.C. office 
of New York Mayor John Lindsay. HE 
then was Chief of Staff for Senator 
Abr aham Ribicoff of Connecticut. 
After several years of public 
service, John — with college-
bound kids — moved to a better 
paying, private sector job with 
the Palmieri Company, where 
he helped manage the non-rail 
assets of the bankrupt Penn 
Central. He became a specialist 
in turning around failing 
organizations, and in 21 years 
with the company, progressed 
to become CEO. 

Another opportunit y arose in 
1985 during the annual, e xclusive 
“Renaissance Weekend” which brought 
together invitees from the public and 
private sectors, entertainment and 
media at Hilton He ad, South Carolina . 
There, he met someone who 
would change his career 
trajectory: the little-known 

Governor of Arkansas. When 
Bill Clinton became president, 
John seized the opportunity 
to work in the White House, 
where he held the job of 
Deputy Director of the Office of 
Management and Budget for 
three years.  

Following that post, while on a brief 
tour of Europe with his wife, Pat, 
the White House r ang and said, “We 
have a Y2K problem,” referencing the 
government and nation’s IT systems in 
the tr ansition to the ye ar 2000. After 
a call from President Clinton 
offering him 
the position 
of  “Y2K Czar,” 
and further 
urging from 
Vice President 
Al Gore, John 
agreed to the 
challenge. U.S. 
computers did 
not collectively 
crash at 
midnight on 
January 1, 
2000, thanks to 
John Koskinen 
and the teams 
he organized 
across the 
country and 
around the 
world.

Af ter Y2K , he served 
as deput y mayor and 
cit y administr ator 
of Washington, D.C. , 
during challenges 
such as 9/ 11 , the 
anthr a x at tack 
and the sniper who 
killed 10 in October 
of 2002. Upon 
leaving city 
government, 
John, a passionate soccer fan 
and member of the U.S. Soccer 
Foundation board, became its 
president. He is most proud of 
the increased support provided 
to inner-city soccer initiatives 
and grants to expand the 
growth of the game in the U.S. 

John’s pl anned retirement was der ailed 
by a call from Secretary of Tre asury 
Hank Paulson’s office requesting his 
turnaround skills at Freddie Mac. In 

J o h n ’ s  W i s d o m  t o  Y o u n g  F i n n i s h  L e a d e r s

1.	 Accept new opportunities:  Don’t be afraid to deviate from your plans and 

take the opportunities when they arise. You don’t always need to look too 

far down the road. Look at all the options and consider everything to be a 

great learning experience.  

2.	 Never make a decision by yourself: Ask people what is important to them and 

get their suggestions for what to do. They’ll think of things you didn’t.

3.	 Don’t worry about what others think: Do the things that resonate with 

you. “I was worried about leaving Senator Ribicoff’s office for the private 

sector. What will people say? But no one seemed to care, and it was the best 

thing for me to do.” 

4.	 Do the things that inspire you: Find something you enjoy and you’ll be good 

at it. Don’t do things just because they are a steppingstone to something 

else.  If you enjoy the work, you’ll be dedicated to it. People will knock on 

your door.  

5.	 Make incremental progress every day: Do what you can today to move things 

forward, recognizing that there’s a lot more left to do. If you keep worrying 

about and focusing on everything yet to be done, you’ll be overwhelmed and 

never make real progress.

September 2008, the economy 
was in free-fall, and the 
government was taking over the 
failed mortgage lender, which 
had helped precipitate the 
global recession. In his  
position as Non-Executive 
Chairman he rebuilt the board, 
helped to turn the organization 
around, and left it in a stable 
(and much better place) than 
when he started. He looked 
forward to retirement.

For the second time, his retirement 
was interrup ted by a call from 

the White House. In 2013, the Obama 
Administr ation asked if he would 
run and help turn around the 
IRS. He was confirmed as 
IRS Commissioner, and for 
four years provided steady 
leadership during some of the 
most tumultuous times in the 
organization’s history. 

In all of his important jobs, the hours 
were long and the decisions were 
sometimes lonely. “I can recall 
talking to my wife Pat on the 
phone every night while still at 
the office. We would sometimes 
light a candle and we would 
both eat our dinner together 
while talking on the phone. One 

time, a co-worker passing by 
my office didn’t notice the phone 
and thought I had lost my mind 
eating alone and talking to 
myself,” he laughs.

“I feel fortunate to have been at the right 
place at the right time, or perhaps the 
wrong place at the right time, in light of 
the positions I filled,” he says. “I took the 
jobs nobody wanted, but I feel blessed to 
have had these opportunities.”

His Finnishness helped. John notes 
that “instinctively, Finns try 

to help other 
people and 
solve problems. 
Working with  
other great 
people 
made all the 
difference.”

John sees Finl andia 
Foundation as a 
catalyst to bring 
our communit y 
together to le arn 
from one another. 
He advises the 
organization 
to keep up 
the visibility 
of  Finland 
and our 
Finnishness. 
“It’s a small 
country, but 
with a great 
reputation for 
excellence. 
Finns 
have made 
admirable 
accomp-
lishments.”

He also thinks 
it ’s important to preserve our Finnish 
history and heritage, and support 
schol arships for young people. 
“Supporting scholarships 
honors our Finnish values. 
Finland is one of the best-
educated countries in  
the world.”

Although John now likes to think he is 
finally retired, everyone knows that 
opportunities will call again. Given 
his success, we hope he’ll take 
the call.

By Tim Nurvala 
FFN Trustee


