
 

 
 
Estee Lauder Executive María Cristina 
González Noguera 

María Cristina González Noguera was an executive at Estée 
Lauder when she became First Lady Michelle Obama’s 
communications director. The devoted mother of a one year-old, 
her mother, and her husband, headed to DC where María 
Cristina committed herself to a “once in a lifetime opportunity.” 
She talks with Alicia about the people who inspire her, turning 
down a future in finance, and juggling life in the East Wing 
during one of the most popular presidencies in recent history. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
Alicia Menendez: Hey, it's Alicia, real quick, if you're listening to this episode on the day it launches, 

then tomorrow, Tuesday, November 6 is election day. Election day is, for me, the 
most exciting day of the year, and so this is just a friendly reminder, a nudge if you 
will, that you matter, your vote matters. I hope that tomorrow you'll exercise your 
right to vote. 

Hello there, welcome back to Latina to Latina. On this podcast, I talk to Latinas on 
the rise. My guest today, María Cristina González Noguera, known to her friends 
as Mac, has gone from being a beauty industry executive, to working in the White 
House as Michelle Obama's communications director, and then back again. It's a 
unique career, one that leaves you asking, what will she do next? Let's ask her. 

María Cristina González Noguera, how does that person become Mac? 
 
María Cristina Because my best friend from college, Gigi, decided to call me Mac I think at a bar  
González Noguera:  in Boston. She just said “Mac, eso suena cool.” 

Menendez: It is cool. 

González Noguera: I like it, I embrace it. I also embrace, as I said Cristiníta, that's what my family calls 
me. 

Menendez: Then there are also people call you MC, you have many aliases. 

González Noguera: I do, I do have multiple personalities. 

Menendez: Depending on what someone calls you ... 
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González Noguera: I know where in my life they've met me. 

Menendez: If they call you María Cristina? 

González Noguera: María Cristina is the generic, so María Cristina can be from elementary school to 
now. If they call me Mac, you met me in college, or through friends. MC is my 
professional name, so it means you met me in something professional. 

Menendez: How much of MC is someone not wanting to say María Cristina? 

González Noguera: MC is someone who got rolled over by the American establishment, who didn't 
want to say María Cristina. Over time, I have certainly come into my voice, and 
said, "I'm not only María Cristina, I'm María Cristina González Noguera." 

Menendez: Mac, what did you think you were going to be when you grew up? 

González Noguera: A teacher. 

Menendez: Why? 

González Noguera: Because I had a really good teacher in elementary school, and I wanted to be like 
her. For the longest time, I thought I wanted to be a teacher. I think, at some point 
in my life, I hoped to be able to give some sort of course maybe to just three 
students that will sign up, but some sort of course. I enjoy the engagement, the 
group engagement, the interaction, and pushing back on theories and thoughts. 

Menendez: Then how did it occur to you that maybe you would go into banking or finance? 

González Noguera: Well, banking or financing came out of my insistent desire to be like my maternal 
grandfather, who was a banker and a finance person. He is probably one of the 
smartest people I've met in my life, and so I just thought, silly me, I could just be a 
banker, and therefore be as smart as him. I think also, some professional decisions 
come with context, and so right around the time I was finishing school, there was a 
big push for people to go into investment banking programs, the analyst program. 

I mean, this was circa 1997, it was largely a male dominated field, and so also, just 
this energy to break through a field that was male-dominated, so that led me into 
banking. 

Menendez: It was so not for you. 

González Noguera: It was not my tribe, not at all. 

Menendez: Do you remember a moment where you realized? "Ugh, I've made a mistake 
here." 

González Noguera: I wasn't smart enough at 21 or 22 to think about it in terms of I made a mistake. I 
definitely had, as an analyst you worked nonstop. I could be in the office running 
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numbers at two in the morning, and just think to myself number one, I'm not sure I 
built this model correctly. I don't know that I'm doing this right. Then number two, 
why am I even here at this hour? I don't know that I am getting anything from this 
job. 

I couldn't make the leap to then say it's a mistake. What happened for me, and in a 
way it's what has happened to me over and over, is the moment I make a decision 
about something, then I just move to execute. I knew I needed to leave banking. I 
end up having a conversation with my managing director, it was actually my 
performance review. He went on to offer me a third year as an analyst. 

In the way you do it when you're young and have no filters, I said, "No thank you," 
and to this day I will be eternally grateful that he was so wonderful about that 
moment. 

Menendez: Then you do something that I think is hard to do, which is to move into another 
field, you often have to start a step back. You go to DC, you work at a public 
affairs firm, but in order to do that, you have to start--  

González Noguera: I was the assistant to two ... There was a three partner firm, and I was the assistant 
to two partners. I mean, I had only really had ... I'd had jobs in college, but banking 
was my real first job, right? When I moved to DC, it was my second real job. I think 
I just instinctively understood that I had to take a step back. I, of course, didn't see 
it as a step back, I saw it as well, this is where I want to be, I want to be in DC. 

I'd studied international relations at Tufts University. I've never wanted to be the 
front person. I've always wanted to be the trabajadores, the one in the 
background. I knew I wanted to get to Washington DC. This opportunity in public 
affairs at Chlopak Leonard Schechter & Associates. I always give them credit, 
because they really gave me a career. 

I get there, and for me, it was yes, I was an assistant, but I was learning the craft. 
Then to this day I still see colleagues of mine from that firm, and we all laugh, 
because I used to just make my way into meetings that I had no business being in, 
but I was the assistant to the partner, so I was in the meeting. 

Menendez: I mean, and it worked. 

González Noguera: It worked. 

Menendez: How did you make the jump from being an assistant, to then being at the director 
level? 

González Noguera: Hard work. I was there for five years. I definitely paid my dues, I would get on any 
planes. I had to get on at any hour, into any difficult location, whether it was to 
Georgia, several Central American countries that were in turmoil at the time. I think 
the sexiest place I went to was Brasília. Hard work, just making myself available, 
never saying no to a project. 

 
  
 

Latina to Latina: Estee Lauder Executive María Cristina González Noguera      3 



 

Everything from filing expense reports, to actually drafting memos, and helping to 
pull together pitches for clients. 

Menendez: How did you know that you were supposed to be the guy behind the guy? You 
have it, I mean, if you wanted to be the Principal, you could. You do, you're smart, 
and you're charming. 

González Noguera: We don't even have to have that conversation, because it's not about convincing. I 
don't feel it. 

Menendez: No, I know I am those things. 

González Noguera: No, no, I just don't feel it. I mean, you and I have been enough around the world of 
politics, to know that there are individuals who are committed to running for office. 
That commitment comes from a different place in their heart, in their souls. Some 
of it is genuine and great, others, we should all be cautious about. I don't have that 
commitment, I'm not comfortable in that space. The older I get, the more secure I 
am in saying that. 

Menendez: How did you end up at Estée Lauder? 

González Noguera: Here is where the role of mentors and sponsors and women helping women ... 
One of my core mentors, a woman who was working at Estée Lauder at the time, 
and she decided that she was going to leave Estée Lauder for a different job. She 
reached out to me, and we had dinner, and I went to dinner with a memo and a 
pitch for her to be my client for the new company that she was going to. 

She laughed, and she looked at me, and she said, "No, I need you to go and 
interview at Lauder, because I think that you should succeed me at Lauder." She 
opened up the door for me, and so Lauder for me, was a total fluke. I mean, at the 
time, and this would have been, I have to do my math, but this would've been 
2004 I want to say. Going into the communications department at Estée Lauder, 
you either had to come from a beauty magazine, another beauty or fashion brand, 
you had to come from that world. 

I came from the gritty world of politics in Washington DC, and crisis 
communications. In a way, I was lucky that, that's what Lauder was looking for. I 
was also, just to explain how important hard work is, I also put a lot of work into 
my interview. I'd done my research, and knew that the industry was facing some 
challenges. I explained how I could help with those challenges, which was a skill 
set that did not live in the beauty magazines, or in other brands. 

Menendez: You're in the beauty world, and then you get this opportunity that is just wild, 
which is to move to Washington DC with your family, and be the communications 
director for Michelle Obama. 

González Noguera: Wowser. 

Menendez: Yeah. 

 
  
 

Latina to Latina: Estee Lauder Executive María Cristina González Noguera      4 



 

González Noguera: When I got the first call for the role, my son had just turned one. You know, as the 
mother of a 21 month old, that 0 to 12 rock your world. You never think you're 
going to recover, let alone move to a different city for a job like that, and pack 
your family, which is my husband, and also to her enormous credit, my mother, 
who moved with us to Washington DC. 

Menendez: Out of hand, was there a part of you that was just like? "Thank you so much, but 
this is just too complicated." 

González Noguera: No, because I think we all know that those opportunities are once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunities. I believed, and still believe, because I think that the Obama's are 
young and have a lot of runway ahead of them. I believed in President Obama's 
agenda, goals, vision for this country. The opportunity to be part of that was an 
absolute yes, but I didn't think I was gonna get the job. 

Menendez: Because? 

González Noguera: Yes, I had worked in politics, but it had been all presidential campaigns outside of 
the United States. I didn't work in the '08 campaign, I didn't work in the '12 
campaign. I knew, and by the time this came up in my life, I had a career, and I had 
not been part of that thread. I just went along for the ride thinking, "Well, at least 
I'm gonna be able to get to the White House to a different part in the tour." 

Menendez: Did Michelle Obama interview you? 

González Noguera: She did, she did, absolutely. The interview process, as with any interview process, 
the first interview did not include her. The second one did, and that was a 
moment, and she asked some really tough questions. When I left the interview, I 
distinctly remember calling my husband and saying, "This has been so much fun, 
it's just a bummer I'm not going to get the job." 

Menendez: What's the biggest misconception about Michelle Obama? 

González Noguera: I think sometimes people see Michelle Obama a stunning, elegant, articulate 
woman, and they think that she came to it by chance, and she didn't. She came to 
it by hard work, dedication, focus, maturity, and I am just lucky that I had the 
opportunity to work for her, and to learn from her. 

Menendez: Take the job, you move to DC, you got your mom in tow. Did you two bond over 
the fact that you both had your moms with you helping you raise your children? 

González Noguera: I certainly spoke about it with her, more in terms of the shared values of families, 
and of family members making sacrifices, for sure. 

Menendez: Really? There wasn't a day where you were like? "My mom is driving me bananas." 

González Noguera: Yes, there were definitely days where I'm sure I cannot remember specifically, 
right? During those years in Washington DC, I truly had a lot of love and patience 

 
  
 

Latina to Latina: Estee Lauder Executive María Cristina González Noguera      5 



 

for my mom. She was doing my husband and I such a solid, that's not to say that 
now, later, she doesn't drive me bananas sometimes. There's just that window, 
right? Of that time in Washington, where my mom could do no wrong, because 
she literally uprooted her entire life, and moved to the same building we were 
living in. 

She was on one floor, we were in a different floor, and she would come up every 
morning with a smile on her face, with a kiss and a hug, and, “No te preocupes, 
todo estará bien.” I will take care of your son, she raised my son for the first three 
years. My son is such a happy child, my son has incredible vocabulary. He just 
speaks, speaks, speaks, speaks, because my mother would narrate her day to him 
during the day. 

Típica, Latin grandmother, “Y ahora me estoy haciendo el café. Y ahora me estoy 
haciendo la sopa. Y ahora, nene, ¿que tú haces? No hagas eso, Cayetano. ” My 
son is a product of a loving, nurturing grandmother, who did so much for our 
family, and continues to do. 

Menendez: Now I'm nervous that my child's going to have a New Jersey accent, because the 
version of that in my house is like, "Grandma's making coffee. Grandma's going to 
go answer the door." Oh, who's at the door? 

González Noguera: My version is, “Calletano, do you want some coffee?” 

Menendez: Do you remember, or did you have a worst ... 

González Noguera: I'm so sorry, I shouldn't say that. My mom's accent isn't quite that bad, but she has 
quite the accent. 

Menendez: My mother's accident is that bad, I want to be very clear. That was kindness on my 
part. What was the single most stressful moment for you at the White House? 

González Noguera: There were several, and I think more so self-imposed than anything else. This 
need to deliver at 150%. This overwhelming sense of responsibility to the First 
Lady, to the President, to our team, to just a movement, a group of people that are 
and continue to be so committed to a vision for the country. There isn't just one 
moment, there were several. 

Any time we took trips abroad were moments of intensity. Wanting to make sure 
that she was representing the country, that we as a staff, were representing her. 
We took that very seriously. 

Menendez: Because at that point, you're dealing not just with American press covering it, but 
you're dealing with international press. 

González Noguera: Correct, correct, that's right. 

Menendez: My husband, also an Obama person, when he knew that I was doing this podcast 
with you, he said, "You talk a lot Alicia about warmth and strength, and how hard it 

 
  
 

Latina to Latina: Estee Lauder Executive María Cristina González Noguera      6 



 

is for women to have warmth and strength." He's like, "Mac is really one of those 
people who has both." 

González Noguera: Oh Carlos. 

Menendez: Singing your praises, is that learned? Is that something you've worked on? Is this 
all just really natural for you? Do you even know you're doing it? 

González Noguera: You are certainly making me more conscious of it. I think, so if we unpack that a 
bit, right? Warmth and strength, I think warmth comes from being raised around 
love and support. My immediate family, my mother, my father, my stepmother, 
these are three adults who I have known all my life. They provide each other 
warmth and strength, and so I grew up in that environment. 

My extended family, my grandparents, were very present in my upbringing, and 
very loving. My cousins, I mean, the typical Latin family. I grew up in that 
environment, and I hope that it stuck with me, and that I can pay it forward. I think 
the strength has been witnessing difficult decisions that my parents have had to 
make throughout their life, and respecting their strength, and taking some of it on 
for me. 

Menendez: Do you have a theory of crisis communications? Like if something goes wrong, 
what's the first thing you need to do? 

González Noguera: I don't know that it's a theory, but certainly a practice. I think perspective is always 
really important in a crisis, and it's really easy to lose perspective, and to spiral. 
Usually in a crisis setting, you have several people around the table, and everyone 
thinks that they have that one solution to the problem. Part of it is letting that 
dynamic play out, and then being the person that can sit back and absorb the 
dynamic, and gain some perspective, and try and thread together some version of 
what may really be going on in order to then drive towards action. 

I think perspective is important in crisis. I think the other thing is always moving 
forward, right? It may not be ultimately the right direction, but you need to move 
forward. You can't stop, and let something happen to you. You have to move 
forward and drive. 

Menendez: It must be wild for you, as someone who's been on the inside, to sit back and 
watch what's happening now, especially from a comm's perspective. 

González Noguera: What does your dinner table conversation look like with Carlos? 

Menendez: We don't have dinner conversation anymore, because we have a 20 month old 
who's like, "Mine, mine, mine, spoon, spoon, spoon." That's our conversation. 

González Noguera: That could be very similar to what's happening at the White House right now. 

Menendez: I'll leave that one right there. When your time is done at the White House, you pick 
back up and you go back to Estée Lauder. Was that a difficult or complicated 
decision, or was that clear? 
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González Noguera: That happened over time. I actually left the White House, took the summer off, and 
I put myself on a program, the 3Rs, remove, rest, reintegrate. I had to have a plan. 

Menendez: I'm impressed that the fear of becoming irrelevant didn't paralyze you. 

González Noguera: My life has been a constant transition. I moved when I was five years old from San 
Juan to New London, Connecticut. Then, when I was 10, from New London, 
Connecticut, back to San Juan. Then when I was 13, from San Juan back to 
Connecticut, but this time to Guilford, Connecticut. I was the only Puerto Rican in 
Guilford high school, that was a trip. 

Then off to college, back to Puerto Rico, then DC, then New York, then DC again, 
now New York. At some point in life, you just know that again, you have to keep 
on moving forward, and you transition. I don't want to skirt your question. I didn't 
know that I was going back to Lauder. What I did know, is I wanted to take the 
summer off and be with my son, because I felt like there was two years that I 
wasn't as much a part of as I wanted to be. 

We spent two months living a block away from the beach, and just having a great 
time. To this day, by far the best two months of my life, with the exception of, of 
course, my wedding day to my husband, let's put that out there. Then we moved 
back to New York, and I started to consult for the Puerto Rico debt restructuring. 
That was super interesting, super fascinating, and brought me back to my 
investment banking days in a real way. 

It also forced me to understand, or pay attention and learn what was really 
happening in Puerto Rico. Puerto Rico had filed for bankruptcy, what was driving 
the economic situation in Puerto Rico? What could make it worse? Working with 
the electric company, the person I was working closely with would always say, "If a 
hurricane hits the island at a category four, the grid will go bust, and there will be 
no mending this." To then have it happen with hurricane Rio was super interesting. 

Menendez: What do you think is the conversation we should be having about what's 
happening in Puerto Rico? 

González Noguera: The long term plan to bring Puerto Rico back. I think there's this, probably from a 
good place, this need to feel like, what is the long-term plan for Puerto Rico to be 
economically viable and sustainable? How can we get past the conversation of 
our political status? That's holding us back. 

Menendez: Right, and there are those who would argue that one has to answer that question, 
in order to answer the economic question. 

González Noguera: That's right. 

Menendez: Do you have a public position on statehood? 

González Noguera: I don't have a public position, because I haven't lived on the island in a long time. 
If I were to move back to the island, I would have a position, but I feel hypocritical 
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having a position about the status of an island that I don't live in. My position is, 
can we move past that for a second, and come up with an economic model that 
works for Puerto Rico, and that sets us on a long-term growth trajectory? 

Menendez: Where do you at least begin in the rebuilding? 

González Noguera: Three fronts, the first is you have to look at the political parties, and weed some of 
it out, and make sure that you have civil servants doing the good job of a civil 
servant. I think the second bucket, is how do you bring back young, committed 
talent to Puerto Rico, who are building enterprises that will be there for the long 
term? Then I think the third, is part of a cultural renaissance. 

González Noguera: That cultural renaissance is happening in Puerto Rico right now, but really 
rethinking our sense of identity. Who are we? We have an American passport, but 
we're from Puerto Rico. Coming to some sort of understanding about our cultural 
identity. 

Menendez: Yeah, you can't give up Miss Universe. 

González Noguera: We won't give up Miss Universe. I won't let it happen. 

Menendez: There is a line in the sand. 

González Noguera: You've hung out with too many Puerto Ricans. 

Menendez: I know, I know, I know there are some things that are sacred. 

González Noguera: I think we have more than Venezuela right now. 

Menendez: In your work, you have stayed on message this entire interview, congratulations. 
You have proved your metal as a communications expert. 

González Noguera: I don't think I've had any message, I've just let it be. 

Menendez: Even that is on message Mac, you can't help yourself. 

González Noguera: I swear. 

Menendez: Do you know that you're doing it? 

González Noguera: No, no. 

Menendez: All right, well for those of us who do not have message discipline, how do you 
teach someone to stay on message? 

González Noguera: You beat it into them. It has to come natural, that's the thing. You have seen 
people on TV who are suffering through an interview, because it's this canned 
message. I think one of the things that I like to do when I'm working with 
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principles, is making sure that in any sort of message training or media training, 
you've got to make it work for them, if not, it fails. 

González Noguera: They forget it, they flub through it, they make fools of themselves and of you. 

Menendez: Here's my final question for you. Your son is six. 

González Noguera: Calletano Miguel. 

Menendez: How do you raise a good man? 

González Noguera: That is a very good question. Strength and warmth, that's how you raise a good 
man. Am I on message again? Did I mess it up? 

Menendez: You've like wrapped it all up in a bow, so there will have to be no editing on the 
backend. 

González Noguera: Strength, you said it, strength and warmth. There is unconditional love for my son, 
but there are certainly moments when there's a discipline moment of no, and you 
have to be strong as a mom, because those puppy eyes get you every time. You 
have to be strong as a mom. There are moments where I have to run into the 
bathroom and just laugh, so he doesn't hear me laughing. 

González Noguera: I say, "No, Calletano. No puede hacer. You cannot do that. No puede hacer." We 
live in a bilingual house, so strength and warmth. 

Menendez: What is it he can't do? 

González Noguera: Oh my God, he's six, wait til yours is six, they're defiant. He wants to do everything. 
He wants to have chocolate milk on my new rug in the living room. He wants to 
stay up until 11 o'clock at night. He wants to, who knows? Every day there are five 
things that he wants to do, because he wants to push buttons and see how far he 
can push that boundary. We have to make sure that Evangelina and Calletano get 
to know each other at some point. 

Menendez: Oh my goodness, she is ready to boss him around. 

González Noguera: He's ready to say, "Okay, no problem." Thank you for having me Alicia. 

Menendez: Thank you, this was so fun. Hey, one of the best ways to support us, besides 
telling everyone you know about us, is by listening on the RadioPublic app. When 
you listen there, we get paid. The apps tip button lets you leave us a tip of any 
amount up to $100. Major shout out and thank you to the individuals who left us 
our first two tips, we promise to spend it wisely. 

Thanks for joining us today. Latina to Latina was originally co-created with Bustle. 
Now the podcast is executive produced by Lantigua Williams and me. Amida 
Connatra was the sound designer on this episode. Email us at 
hola@latinatolatina.com. Send us ideas for guests, or talk to us about what's on 
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your mind right now. Remember to subscribe or follow us on RadioPublic, Apple 
Podcast, Google Podcast, or wherever you're listening, and please leave a review, 
we love hearing from you. 
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