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Who Speaks for American Business? The Varied Voices of Enterprise in Public Policy

Key Themes: The Varied Voices of Enterprise in Public Policy 

Key Themes
There is enormous dissension on 
many of the key issues facing the 
Congress and the country.  
Senator John McCain commented on three 
of the key issues currently being debated in 
Washington . 

•	The looming government shutdown.  
Congress already has low favorability ratings and the prospect of 
shutting down the government because of lack of agreement on the 
budget will further hurt how the American public perceives Con-
gress. Senator McCain agreed with a political analyst’s assessment 
that efforts by some Republicans to repeal Obamacare before ex-
tending the debt ceiling is a “suicide note.” With more than 60% of 
Congress having served for less than six years, individuals are not 
familiar with the past and don’t realize that the first day people’s 
Social Security checks don’t arrive, they will blame Congress.

•	immigration reform. Comprehensive immigration reform is 
consistent with America’s values and is good for the country. It will 
boost the economy, increase tax revenues, and add to the Social 
Security Trust Fund. It is backed by an incredibly diverse coalition, 
including the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the AFL-CIO.  
Immigration reform is also important in leveling the playing field 
for the Republican party. 

A business leader  said that while many in 
Washington see immigration reform as a 
problem to solve, he sees it as “an opportu-
nity to seize.” The United States needs to be 
attractive to global talent, and can’t afford 
to lose the best talent. Senator McCain said 
that the majority of U.S. graduate students in 
STEM fields (science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics) are not from America. One way to help keep 
this talent in the U.S. is by providing a green card to all of these 
individuals upon their graduation.

While Senator McCain is not clear how immigration reform will 
get passed, he sees it as essential that it gets passed soon.

•	Syria. Two years ago President Obama declared that Bashar 
al-Assad had to go and one year ago he said that use of chemi-
cal weapons would “cross a red line.” But, that red line has been 
crossed and Assad is still in power. The President then announced 
that the U.S. would attack Syria (which Senator McCain sup-
ported), but then decided to go to Congress for an endorsement of 
this strategy. With votes in Congress lacking, the administration 
has worked on an agreement with the Russians whereby Syria will 
remove its chemical weapons. However, the Russians refused to 

Overview
Despite spending significant time in Washington and significant 
money on lobbying, most business leaders are frustrated and do not 
believe that their views are heard by public officials. Business lead-
ers want greater clarity and certainty in areas such as trade, tax, and 
energy policy. Greater certainty will lead to a greater willingness to 
invest and hire.

However, business leaders don’t currently see moderate, middle-
of-the road political leaders to whom they can talk about pragmatic 
solutions; they see ideologues and a polarized environment. Current 
and former political leaders acknowledged the dysfunctional environ-
ment in Washington, but still encouraged business leaders to be part 
of the process and make their views heard. Political leaders suggested 
making focused, specific arguments related to topics such as jobs in a 
politician’s geography.  

To get past the current environment, Caucus participants see a need 
for greater leadership. Leadership can and must come from the 
executive branch, from Congress, and from business leaders acting as 
statesmen.

Context
On September 17, 2013, was the fourth Yale 
Washington CEO Caucus. This Caucus brought 
together current and former political leaders 
(including Senators John McCain, Chris Coons, 
and Joe Manchin), business leaders (including 
Steve Case, the founder of AOL; Michael Dell, 
the founder of Dell; James McNerney, CEO of 
Boeing; Scott Davis, CEO of UPS; and Brian 
Moynihan, CEO of Bank of America) and other 
public officials, members of the media, leading 
academics, and representatives from think tanks.  

Participants discussed Who Speaks for American 
Business? The Varied Voices of Enterprise in 
Public Policy. Specific conversations dealt with:

•Why We Don’t Always Understand What 
    Business Thinks It is Telling Us

•Individual Efforts vs. Associations: Pluralism  
    and Collective Voice

•The Challenges of Public Discourse as a  
    Corporate Statesperson: Is It Worth It? 

Also, David Cote, Chairman and CEO of Honeywell International, 
was honored with the Legend in Leadership Award. 

Some of the key themes from the Caucus are summarized here.

John McCain

Steve Case
Michael Dell

Jeffrey Sonnenfeld
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agree on punishment if Syria fails to comply. This means the U.S. 
is relying on the good will of the Russians and Assad, which pro-
vides little comfort. Meanwhile, Syria has stepped up the ferocity 
of its attacks, more than 100,000 people have been killed, and there 
are one million children in refugee camps. 

The consequences for not taking action, and for stating that we 
would attack Syria and then backing off of this statement, could be 
catastrophic. Some in the U.S. say that the conflict in Syria is of no 
concern to our national security. But a regional conflict is begin-
ning, which is not good for our security. Further, statements by 
U.S. Secretary of State that “air attacks will be unbelievably small” 
is not helpful. The actions and statements of the U.S. have encour-
aged our enemies and discouraged our friends.

Despite Senator McCain’s argument, 73% of Caucus participants 
do not believe that America should have launched air strikes on 
Syria and about half of participants do not see the Russian plan as 
a sign of American weakness. Senator McCain understands that the 
country is war weary and faults the administration for not making 
a compelling case, with a clear plan, for action in Syria. 

Despite significant investments of money and time, 
most business leaders don’t feel heard in Washington.  
In a poll of Caucus attendees, 70% said that the voice of business is 
not being heard clearly in Washington. 

This feeling of not being heard comes despite the fact that expendi-
tures by the business community on lobbying have increased by seven 
times over the past two decades and most CEOs spend more time in 
Washington than ever. One business leader estimated that CEOs may 
have previously spent 5% of their time involved in government affairs 
and may now spend up to 40% of their time.

“The engagement of CEOs 
is not the issue. We spend 
a disproportionate share of 
our time in DC.”
- CEO of a major corporation 

Among reasons that were given for why business is not being heard:

•	Lack of a uniform business voice. There is not a uniform voice of 
business. There is a large business sector, a small business sector, 
and a sector of high-growth, entrepreneurial start-up compa-
nies. Research has shown that these fast-growing companies are 
extremely important in job creation, yet they are underappreciated 
and are often not part of the political debate.

•	Lack of a priority by business. With CEO tenure so short, many 
CEOs don’t have the time to be statesmen; they are focused on 
the next quarter. One former CEO argued that “statesmanship is 
missing.”

•	Speaking too generally. Two of the senators in attendance agreed 
that they listen closely when business leaders speak to them about 
specific issues in their states, such as jobs. But the business com-
munity may not receive the same attention when speaking about 
very general topics.

•	Speaking to the wrong people. A former member of the House 
of Representatives indicated that business leaders overwhelmingly 
prefer to speak only to senators, and don’t spend time educating 
House members.

•	Not finding a receptive party to speak with. One leading CEO 
said that most businesses are in the middle politically. But Wash-
ington is now so politicized that it is hard to find reasonable, 
pragmatic political leaders who are in the middle and are open to 
discussing middle-of-the-road solutions. As this business leader 
said, “We can’t find anyone to talk to right now.”

•	Politicians don’t have time to listen. Many elected officials seem 
more interested in fighting than listening and being educated. 
Further, raising money has become a full-time job, which prevents 
politicians from meeting with business leaders. The former House 
member said that when he was first elected he spent one hour per 
week raising money. Now, politicians spend four hours per day for 
two or three days per week raising money, as the role of money has 
grown tremendously.

•	DC politicians aren’t decision makers. One business leader noted 
that unlike CEOs who can make decisions and then push for them 
to be implemented, none of the elected officials in Washington can 
get anything done. CEOs may interpret this as not being listened 
to, when in reality to get any action requires meeting with and be-
ing listened to by dozens of people. 

In addition, 69% of Caucus participants don’t feel that trade associa-
tions adequately represent their interests. 

James Mcnerney
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Deputy U.S. Trade Representative Miriam Sapiro  stated that the U.S. 
has a robust trade agenda. It includes additional trade agreements 
such as TPP (the Trans-Pacific Partnership), additional agreements 
that are being negotiated with Europe, and negotiations on a major 
services agreement that includes an updated IT agreement. Ms. 
Sapiro summarized the administration’s mission related to trade as: 
1) opening new markets by tearing down barriers; and 2) enforcing 
existing trade agreements. In her role as Deputy U.S. Trade Repre-
sentative, Ms. Sapiro said it is essential to hear from all parts of the 
business community.

Robert Hormats, who most recently served as U.S. Undersecretary of 
State, sees robust trade policies as an essential part of restoring U.S. 
competitiveness. He believes that greater presidential leadership and 
support is needed to explain to the American public why trade is good 
for the country. 

“We need trade not as an 
international activity, 
but as a critical step to 
restore competitiveness 
of the U.S. and improve 
our ability to thrive.”
- Robert Hormats 

Senator McCain asked for help and pressure from the business 
community to make the case for trade. He explained that within the 
Republican party there is a debate about isolationism. Business lead-
ers need to explain why an isolationist path is not 
in the interest of their company, their employees, 
or the country.

A former advisor to the Secretary of Commerce 
has heard it said many times that various trade 
negotiations will “level the playing field.” He has 
come to believe that the issue isn’t the playing 
field; it is the game. Other parties in trade nego-
tiations are often playing a different game. Countries may manipulate 
their currency or offer financial subsidies and investment incentives, 
which aren’t covered by trade agreements. Senator McCain believes 
that while concerns over distortions are legitimate and must be over-
come, that doesn’t change the fundamental principles and benefits of 
free trade.

Getting out of the current quagmire requires 
leadership.  
Participants articulated potential solutions which included term limits 
and campaign finance reform. But more broadly, several participants 
expressed the need for greater leadership among both politicians and 
CEOs. It was only a few years ago that Bill Clinton demonstrated 
leadership in getting NAFTA and welfare reforms passed, and George 
W. Bush showed leadership in getting No Child Left Behind enacted. 
Greater leadership is needed by both the executive branch and in 
Congress. 

Trade associations often tackle very general issues, and one former 
political leader observed that such organizations are often “reluctant 
to get their hands dirty.” They tend to create campaigns and issue 
press releases. The leader of a consulting firm characterized many 
trade associations and lobbying groups as “old world.” (However, 
several business leaders made positive comments about the Business 
Roundtable, which has experienced a resurgence and does the best 
job representing business.) As a result of not being able to rely on 
trade organizations, CEOs increasingly feel the need to deliver their 
messages directly. Despite the desire to communicate directly, 77% of 
participants feel lost or overwhelmed trying to influence government.

While business leaders feel frustration in trying 
to be heard in Washington, the senators and 
other representatives from the public sector at the 
Caucus encouraged business leaders to make their 
voices heard. One senator even shared an example 
of phoning a leading CEO and asking him to exert 
pressure on other elected officials to keep them 
from “crashing the plane and threatening the 
system.” 

One CEO of a leading bank understands the 
need to engage with government and spends 
a great deal of his time doing so, but said that 
politicians cannot keep approaching the preci-
pice. CEOs will  become worn out of repeat-
edly going to Congress to try to avert a crisis.

The business community wants 
greater certainty and clarity regarding 
government policy.  
One leading CEO put  forth that businesses of 
all sizes, particularly small and medium-sized 
enterprises, need greater clarity and certainty about 
government policies over the next five years. This 
includes tax policies, energy policies, and healthcare policies. When 
business leaders are uncertain, they don’t make investments and don’t 
create jobs. This CEO argued that more than anything, business lead-
ers want political leaders to make decisions. Once decisions are made 
and the rules of the road are known—even if business leaders don’t 
agree with all of the decisions—they can move forward. 

An area where the business 
community feels strongly is greater 
emphasis on trade.
Several business leaders agreed that the majority 
of the growth in consumption will occur outside 
of the United States. However, currently, only 1% 
of all small and medium-sized businesses export. 
The U.S. government needs to make it easier for 
companies to export and needs to get more trade 
agreements consummated; this is happening too 
slowly.

Scott Davis

Miriam Sapiro

robert Hormats

Chris Coons

Lynn Tilton

Brian Moynihan
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While Chinese business leaders are learning from the 
U.S., American leaders can learn from China.  
Several Chinese business leaders attended the Caucus. One remarked 
that the U.S. has the best business leaders in the world, and Chinese 
executives have much to learn from U.S. CEOs. At the same time, a 
former ambassador to China has noted that Chinese political leaders 
will quickly acknowledge if something isn’t working and will decide 
to make changes. Political leaders in the U.S. seem trapped, stuck, 
and unable to change. Even though the American system has many 
advantages, in some respects China seems faster moving and more 
innovative. 

Among businesses, CEOs must own and lead 
their organization’s regulatory agenda and 
government affairs activities. And in taking on a 
leading role, CEOs need to use their considerable 
power to push to get good political leaders in 
place. One CEO said that business leaders need 
to become more focused, need to demonstrate 
leadership by proactively deciding what they are 

for, and then need to sell their positions. This is quite different from 
the broad, unfocused, reactive approach that is often seen.

One CEO said that an important aspect of leadership is building  
positive relationships. This CEO has had success by forming relation-
ships on issues such as education that are not as polarizing as other 
political issues. The relationships that are built can then be leveraged 
more broadly.

Joe Manchin

Vikram Malhotra, Dave Cote, Scott Davis, Mike Lamach, and Michael Dell 

Legend in Leadership Award
David M. Cote, Chairman & CEO, Honeywell International 

James Mcnerney, Chairman, President & CEO, The Boeing Company

Presented by

Scott Davis, Chairman & CEO, UPS

David Cote was saluted for both the tremendous job he has done as 
the CEO of Honeywell and for his role as a strong voice in Washing-
ton for free enterprise. 

David has been extremely active in Washington, including represent-
ing the business community on Simpson-Bowles. He has been an 
advocate for the role of American business in helping increase the 
standard of living and the productivity in America and across the 
globe. He has led with passion, energy, and perseverance, and is a 
great model of the behaviors that are expected of CEOs. 

David has also led the transformation of Honeywell and has over-
seen an outstanding plan of acquisitions and divestitures that has 
Honeywell well positioned for the future. Under David’s leadership 
Honeywell’s stock price is up 286%.

“David didn’t forget 
about Wall Street while 
hanging around  
K Street.”
- James McNerney

David Cote


