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As the Western finAnciAl crisis morphed into An economic crisis  
and, at least in the United States, a political crisis, almost inevitably, voices began calling  
for more input from business. Why aren’t corporate leaders getting involved? Why is business on 
the sidelines?

This isn’t about money. No one—well, hardly anyone—is arguing in favor of more corpo-
rate money in the political process; there’s a reason why Howard Schultz’s recent public 
“pledge to withhold any further campaign contributions” resonated far and wide. Rather, it’s 
about leadership.

Part of the yearning, from both the punditry and the public, is for a time when CEOs were 
simply prominent, respected, engaged members of society distinguished by their solidity and 
competence. Politicians might have raged against plutocratic monopolists, but most executives 
were just professional managers who could afford to live in slightly bigger houses. Like high-
ranking military officers, they were the kind of people everyone wanted in public office.

Today, of course, CEOs are seen as a different breed, in charge of vast organizations with 
salaries to match, and people—feeling unmoored and helpless as jobs disappear and the holes 
in society’s safety net widen—are looking to them for a more visceral reason. What many 
hunger for is a strongman, someone to firmly grasp all today’s problems and just deal with 
them, wielding ironclad principles and an iron fist. And no one sounds more definitive than  
a political candidate trumpeting corporate managerial experience. After decades of egged- 
on hostility toward government, private sector automatically trumps public service—even as  
we flounder in the wake of a global meltdown caused by corporate shortsightedness and 
misbehavior.

The result: More than ever, candidates tout corporate and entrepreneurial backgrounds as 
prima facie evidence of their ability to conjure jobs. We hear it even from candidates cast out 
of the corporate world after notorious failure; we hear it even from candidates whose wealth 
and business credibility are premised on eliminating jobs.

Which raises the point that successful executives know far less about creating work for 
more people than they do about getting more work out of fewer people. That’s why Western 
economic productivity has continued to climb over the last quarter century even as wages 
have stagnated. And however much attention CEOs pay—genuine or feigned—to work/life 
issues and sustainability, their focus is and must be the company’s financial survival rather 
than the happiness of the stakeholder universe.

This is not to say that we couldn’t use more executives in public service—people who have 
borne real responsibility, who have had to balance loyalties and be accountable to multiple 
constituencies, whose decisions have tangibly impacted the lives of hundreds or thousands 
of others. But there’s nothing magical about businessman or CEO—a fact that anyone who 
actually manages people today would readily acknowledge. No top executive would honestly 
claim to have all the answers . . . which is, unfortunately, precisely what Western electorates 
demand from their presidential and prime ministerial candidates. However omnipotent a 
newly appointed CEO feels, he or she understands that the feeling is temporary. It’s not the 
same as being king.
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INNOVATIVE LEARNING FOR 
DISCERNING BUSINESS LEADERS

Wharton Fellows at The Conference Board is a series of 
Master Classes designed to bring together the best business 
minds from around the world to learn from each other. 

These Master Classes combine experiential learning with 
visits to best-practice companies and include introductions 
to individuals who can help Fellows foster growth and initiate 
change in their own businesses. Fellows who complete 12 
Master Classes receive alumni status at The Wharton School.

Who should apply
Fellows who are accepted into the program are typically CEOs of small- 
to mid-size companies/organizations or C-suite executives from major 
global fi rms who are facilitating change within their organizations.

Applications are now being accepted for:

South America: Insights and Opportunities

Buenes Aires, Argentina, October 9–11, 2011

Sao Paolo, Brazil, October 13–15, 2011

To learn more about Wharton Fellows at The Conference Board or apply for 
one of the upcoming Master Classes, please visit www.conferenceboard.org/
WhartonFellows, email us at WhartonFellows@conferenceboard.org, or call 
program director Franni Lundy +1 212 339 0260.
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