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We recently posted to CED’s website a new working paper on the topic of business 

statesmanship—a topic close to the core of CED.  This paper marks the beginning of a 

multi-year research program to celebrate CED’s 75th anniversary in 2017.  Over the next 

four years CED will renew its founding principles by examining the viability of 

“sustainable capitalism,” an economic system based to date on private property, 

competitive markets, and the rule of law.   

 

As you know, CED was founded in 1942 by prominent CEOs who were determined to 

have sound economic policies in place at the end of World War II.  We are equally 

determined today to respond to threats to the future sustainability of capitalism which we 

believe to be critical to the future of a free society, steady economic growth, increasing 

standards of living, equal opportunity, and shared improvements in the quality of life.  

 

The issue we face today is whether this system can continue as it is. Compared to earlier 

eras, the political and economic environment today seems less stable and less hospitable 

to business or, more broadly, to the success of free-market capitalism. The challenge to 

capitalism today is the erosion of public trust in business, government, and virtually all 

societal institutions.  It appears that public support for business has waned, endangering 

the “social license” of business to operate. 

 

Many claim that the loss of support for capitalism is due in part to the inability of 

business leaders to be effective in sustaining the system that sustains them.  New York 

Times columnist David Brooks, for example, observed that “business leaders have been 

inept when writers, intellectuals and politicians attacked capitalism.”    

  

A significant part of our work agenda will be an effort to understand why business men 

and women have not been more effective stewards of capitalism and to determine what 

competitive, governmental and leadership pressures may inhibit the ability or willingness 

of business leaders to address the societal issues that will in the long run be critical to 

their respective businesses.    

 

The recently posted working paper addresses what we call business statesmanship, a term 

we use to describe the kind of thinking and behavior that recognizes the maintenance of 

societal health as part of what it means to be a business leader.  A prime goal of business 

statesmanship should be to strengthen the fabric into which society and business are 

interwoven.  We view that type of societal engagement, for example, speaking out for the 

common good on key public policy issues of the day, as a distinct business-leadership 

trait, though often occurring in combination with other attributes such as showing a long-

term commitment to the enterprise, ethical integrity, and other leadership characteristics.   

 

Business statesmen and -women have no illusion that their company’s interests are 

independent of the strength of the surrounding society, or that their business enterprise 
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can stand apart from the system that supports it.  They understand that our society and 

domestic economy need their help for the nation to regain civility in public discourse and 

develop common ground for sensible policies.  They know that CEOs, in particular, can 

credibly speak to issues that most directly affect the long-term health of their companies, 

including the nature of the markets they serve, the availability of well-trained workers, 

and the general economic and social environment. 

 

One way to illustrate the meaning of the term “business statesmanship” is by reference to 

the group of leaders CED has honored since 2005 with its Peter G. Peterson Award for 

Business Statesmanship—leaders such as  Jeffrey Immelt, A.G. Lafley, Indra Nooyi 

David Cote, and Alan Mulally to name just a few.  The Peterson Award “recognizes 

corporate executives who champion issues in the interest of the public good, rather than 

just their company’s or personal interests, and who hold themselves to the highest 

standards of ethics and integrity.”   

 

Business statesmanship is not easy.  In fact, it’s hard.  But it is valuable – indeed, 

essential.  We understand that the jobs of corporate leaders are tightly focused on their 

companies, and that oversight by directors, shareholders and government make it difficult 

for a CEO to step outside the confines of immediate business concerns.  It is 

understandable that business leaders are reluctant to jump into a morass of societal 

problems, and to be on the receiving end of pointed criticism from shareholders, boards, 

and the public.  We hold no illusions about the difficulty of achieving the goal of more 

business engagement in the public square.  But the reluctance of business leaders is 

actually at odds with their responsibilities to protect and develop their businesses.   

 

CED’s goal, and the goal of our working paper, is to change the environment in which 

businesses operate, to make it an asset rather than a liability to have a leader willing to 

engage in critical public policy discussions.  We are hopeful that it can be possible for 

CEOs and other business leaders to take a broader view.  Many of America’s CEOs are 

active participants in lobbying throughout the political system for laws and regulations 

directly favorable to their own circumstance.  But many are willing to take a more 

expansive view, for example by actively seeking to improve educational performance and 

worker training, which determine the quality of the labor force and the pool of talent 

available to business.  The societal issues for which we seek business engagement are no 

less important to a business’ success.   

 

It takes an exceptional leader who is secure in having the backing of his or her board and 

shareholders to feel able to speak out on public issues.  That is one reason why our focus 

is on the entire corporate ecosystem—shareholders, boards, managers and stakeholders—

as well as on CEOs themselves.  Without strong support from others, the CEO cannot 

have a forceful voice in the public arena.  We recognize that to be a vocal societal leader, 

the CEO and executive team will need the strong backing of their board, shareholders, 

and other constituencies.  Board members will have to share the CEO’s vision and fully 

support the goal of responsible business statesmanship.  Shareholders, too, must realize 

that their long-term interests are served by responsible, civically engaged corporations 

(and corporate leaders) that help create societal conditions conducive to economic 
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opportunity.  Institutional shareholders representing individuals with longer-term 

economic goals hold a key to market acceptance of corporate efforts to emphasize long-

term growth based on sound societal conditions.  Shareholders should reexamine their 

strategies from a long-term perspective, especially when their ultimate beneficiaries have 

goals linked to retirement, education, and other longer-horizon objectives. 

 

We began this work in conjunction with the Governance Program at the Center for 

Strategic and International Services (CSIS) and the American Assembly of Columbia 

University to conduct a year-long effort with leaders from business, academia, media and 

non-governmental organizations to identify concrete actions that business leaders can 

take—in their own companies, or in collaboration with other companies, non-business 

institutions, or governments—to address threats to sustainable capitalism.  This joint 

effort was prompted by the book Capitalism at Risk: Rethinking the Role of Business, 

which focused on a long list of social, economic, and environmental “disruptors” that 

threaten business, individually and collectively.  We plan to publish a report of our effort 

early in 2014 which will be entitled: “Global Growth and the Future of Market 

Capitalism: What Can Business Do?” 

 

Following this joint effort, which will culminate in an American Assembly, scheduled for 

fall 2013, CED’s research work will focus on issues generated by that Assembly and 

related corporate-governance topics.  We are, in particular, interested in positive role 

models in business today and how businesses can better communicate their 

accomplishments to shareholders and the public in general.  We also intend to continue to 

pay close attention to national problems stemming from: growing federal debt and 

sluggish economic growth; declining educational achievement and a labor force 

mismatch to the skill needs of business; the need to improve America’s global 

competitiveness; and support for democratic institutions. 


