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About The Aspen Institute’s 

Business & Society Program 
 

Building on over 60 years of Aspen Institute programming, the Aspen Institute’s 

Business & Society Program helps established and emerging business leaders put 

values at the heart of practice. Through dialogue, research, and outreach, Aspen BSP 

creates opportunities for executives and educators to explore new routes to 

business sustainability and values-based leadership. For more information, 

visit www.aspenbsp.org.  The Aspen Institute’s Business & Society Program was 

established in 1998 within the Aspen Institute.   

The Aspen Institute is an educational and policy studies organization based in 

Washington, DC. Its mission is to foster leadership based on enduring values and to 

provide a nonpartisan venue for dealing with critical issues. The Institute is based in 

Washington, DC; Aspen, Colorado; and on the Wye River on Maryland’s Eastern 

Shore. It also has offices in New York City and an international network of partners. 

For more information, visit www.aspeninstitute.org.  
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Google “the future of capitalism” and you will receive upwards of 1.5 million results 

– a testimony to interest in the topic both from great economic thinkers and 

members of the public. But despite the topic’s popularity and centrality to our 

economic and civic lives, the future of capitalism can feel theoretical, academic, and 

remote from the rough-and-tumble of today’s uber-competitive markets. 

 

Steven Pearlstein, writing last year in The Washington Post, voiced a different view: 

“The genius of democratic capitalism, and democracy, is that the new norms of 

economic behavior are likely to emerge from executives and entrepreneurs, 

workers and consumers, money managers and bankers who find the courage to 

demand something better of themselves and others.” In other words, the trajectory 

of capitalism is guided, in part, by the everyday decisions of market participants. 

 

It is in this spirit that the Aspen Institute’s Business & Society Program convened in 

summer 2013 a group of corporate directors, senior business leaders, and business 

school deans to reflect on the current state of capitalism – and its future. 

Participants considered the constant evolution of Anglo-Saxon capitalism, 

particularly in the face of today’s changing public expectations and realities on the 

ground around the globe. But they also examined how capitalism could change: if 

we could steer capitalism in a direction that matches our aspirations, from 

where will new norms of business and market activity emerge? 

 

Spanning a wide range of ideas, the dialogue followed the Chatham House Rule. 

Here, we capture themes from the conversation – particularly those that suggest the 

potential for concrete action. Unless otherwise attributed, direct quotes come from 

dialogue participants. 

 

 

New Norms for Tomorrow’s Capitalism 
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A Framework for Conversation 

 

Conversations were grounded in a framework 

that categorizes market activities in three 

spheres: the “expectations market,” “the real 

market,”i and what we might call the “social 

good market.”  New norms emerged from the 

dialogue that ensued:  

 

1. Examining the expectations market 

points to the need for aligning 

incentives in the investment value 

chain. 

 

The expectations market is the business of 

trading stocks, options and derivatives – and 

in this realm, short-term pressures come to 

the fore. One dialogue participant spoke of 

increasing pressures on private equity funds 

to “mark to market,” undermining the very 

raison d’etre of the private equity business 

model. Another told of his experience with a 

sovereign wealth fund – and the conflict 

between the managers’ belief in a long-term 

approach to investing and the Trustees’ 

practice of evaluating managers on annual 

returns.  

 

These kinds of pressures call into question 

the nature of incentives and performance 

evaluations in corporations. But incentives to 

players within the investment value chain 

also merit attention – from users of capital 

(public companies), to money managers, to 

asset owners and their pensions.  At many of 

the steps, skewed incentives, with differing 

time frames, exacerbate the principal-agent 

problem.  

 

 

 

For example, longer-term oriented incentives 

in the investment value chain offer CEOs and 

management greater ability to focus their 

firms on “real market” value creation and to 

price externalities. There is a role for further 

dialogue to design the right language and 

models, in pursuit of better alignment 

throughout the investment value chain.  

 

2. Building boards with greater depth is 

critical for optimal functioning of the 

real market. 

 

The real market encompasses all we usually 

think of as the functions of business – that is, 

the production and sale of goods and services. 

The real market encompasses a broader set of 

stakeholders and timeframes than the 

expectations market. Sometimes competitive 

positioning or pressures require a very short-

term focus – but the real market is also the 

purview of long-term value creation. If the 

expectations market is characterized as the 

“financialization” of capitalism, the real 

market can be thought of as capitalism’s 

foundation. 

 

Who is responsible for strengthening that 

foundation? To a large degree, this role falls 

to Chief Executives and their boards of 

directors. “Boards … need to have the courage 

to focus on the timeframe that they believe is 

optimal” – which may mean discounting the 

voice of momentum and event investors and 

prioritizing the longer-term, fundamental 

investors. “Listening and understanding what 

you are hearing from proxy voters is 

important, but at the end of the day you [as a 

board member] have to listen to the CEO and 

make judgment calls.” 

 

Three Dimensions of Market Activity 
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A participant contrasted two corporate 

boards – one that is supporting a CEO in a 

long-term strategic pursuit and another that 

was divided, and thus allowed activist 

investors to insert themselves into the 

business. A key difference between the two? 

On the first board, members were recruited 

to form a coherent whole, with a range of 

skills and experiences represented – in turn 

offering the breadth – and courage – required 

to counter the short-term pressures facing 

the firm.  

 

3. New evaluation approaches are 

required to operate successfully in the 

social good market. 

 

If the expectations market is largely a short-

term game, and the real market includes a 

longer-term time frame, we are still missing a 

third and broader domain in which firms act. 

This piece, what we could call the social 

good market, includes the management and 

consideration of a company’s social and 

environmental impacts, company values and 

the health of the commons.  

 

 

Examples of issues at play in the  

social good market: 

 

• global food security 

• climate change/loss of biodiversity 

• obesity 

• the health of political & economic 

systems 
 

 

Some activity in the social good market 

rebounds to firms – and some companies are 

working to quantify these activities. But 

success in the social good market requires 

not only a long-term view, but also a renewed 

sense of stewardship in the business 

community – “leaders of an enterprise taking 

responsibility not just for their enterprise but 

for the system.” 

 

In spite of the need, questions of leadership 

and stewardship in the social good market 

still fail to capture the imagination or 

attention of executives, boards and investors. 

In board rooms, this often means that 

directors are evaluating CEO and senior 

executive performance on what is easy to 

measure – financial metrics that focus on the 

expectations and real markets – thus 

reinforcing a short-term view. New 

evaluation approaches for both directors and 

managers could go a long way toward 

resetting norms in the practice of capitalism.  

 

Such models could include harder to measure 

(but nonetheless measurable) competencies 

that would move away from purely financial 

metrics.  This would in turn allow an 

emphasis on qualitative measurements like 

decision-making skills and the courage to “be 

the skunk at the lawn party.” The need for 

new approaches to evaluation sparked ideas 

for further dialogue and collaboration among 

dialogue participants. 

 

This thread of discussion also pointed to a 

role for business schools, where students take 

comfort in finding “the right answer” as 

defined by easily measured metrics such as 

shareholder return.  Business schools can be 

a countervailing force – equipping students 

with models and frameworks to consider 

complex systems and with the courage and 

tactics to speak up in instances where 

leadership is required. 

 

4. Greater “market civitas” is essential to 

foster new norms of economic behavior. 

 

Yet for capitalism to thrive, we need to look 

even beyond “competencies” and assessment 

– and seek in future leaders a type of gravitas 

that we might call “civitas.” Civitas is a way of 

being, a set of attitudes that involves an 

awareness and engagement with issues and 

ideas that fall outside the framework of 

traditional “stakeholder management.”  
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One aspect of civitas is a willingness to help 

repair the rancor that characterizes the 

business-government relationship. Here is 

the perspective of one participant in the 

dialogue: “regulation is nothing more than a 

referee. No one likes referees. But the role of 

government (and media) is to be this referee. 

The stronger these two, the better behavior, 

better governance, and better strategies we 

will have.” A second participant called for 

business leaders to transcend the 

divisiveness that characterizes so much of 

our (domestic) political debates. Another 

thread of discussion considered the role that 

taxes play in arbitrating between public and 

private interest, with one participant stating: 

“taxes define inequalities that we as a society 

choose to accept and those we seek to 

address.” 

 

But leaders with “civitas” engage beyond the 

business-government interface, and consider 

broad questions about the public interest or 

“common good” and their own moral 

obligations. In short, civitas is a willingness 

and ability to place a premium on the 

interests of the commons over self-interest. 

The notion of market civitas requires more 

exploration and definition – and Dialogue 

participants were eager to contribute and 

collaborate on this front. 

 

Stepping into the Arena 

 

Building new norms to strengthen the 

practice of capitalism calls for leadership.  

Participants called for leaders who will: 

 

• align incentives in the expectations 

market  

• take a long-term and strategic view in 

the real market,  

• employ innovative approaches to 

measure success in the social good 

market, and 

• commit to acting with a greater sense 

of “civitas.” 

 

 

Participants cited the need for positive 

examples and stories of business leadership 

that can be shared, so other actors may find 

the courage to take action. Dialogue 

participants began to consider how they, and 

their institutions, might contribute to next 

steps. 

 

The words of Teddy Roosevelt on leadership 

brought the dialogue to a close:    

 

“It is not the critic who counts; not the man 

who points out how the strong man stumbles, 

or where the doer of deeds could have done 

them better. The credit belongs to the man 

who is actually in the arena, whose face is 

marred by dust and sweat and blood; who 

strives valiantly… who spends himself in a 

worthy cause; who at the best knows in the 

end the triumph of high achievement, and 

who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while 

daring greatly, so that his place shall never be 

with those cold and timid souls who neither 

know victory nor defeat.”ii  

 

At the Aspen Institute Business & Society 

Program, we look forward to action “in the 

arena” and further conversation with 

Dialogue participants – and others – on the 

themes identified here. We welcome your 

engagement and ideas. 

                                                 
i
 Martin, Roger. Fixing the Game: Bubbles, Crashes, and 

What Capitalism Can Learn from the NFL. Boston: Harvard 

Business School Publishing, 2011. Print. 
ii
 Roosevelt, Theodore. “Citizenship in a Republic.” 

Sorbonne. Paris, France. 23 April 1910. 
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Business Leaders Dialogue Participants 
 

Sally Blount, Dean and Michael L. Nemmers Professor of Management and Organizations, Kellogg 

School of Management, Northwestern University; Director, Abbott Laboratories # 
 

David Bonderman, Founding Partner, TPG; Director, Caesar’s Entertainment Corporation, CoStar 

Group, Inc., General Motors Company, and Ryanair Holdings, plc (Chairman) 
 

Dina Dublon, Director, PepsiCo, Inc., Microsoft Corporation, and Accenture 
 

Barbara Dyer, President and CEO, The Hitachi Foundation 
 

Pat Gross, Chairman, The Lovell Group; Director, Rosetta Stone, Inc. (Chairman), 

Capital One Financial Corporation (former Lead Director), Waste Management, Inc., Liquidity 

Services, Inc., and Career Education Corporation (Aspen Institute Trustee) # 
 

Fred Hochberg, Chairman and President, Export-Import Bank of the United States 
 

Henrietta Holsman Fore, Chairman and CEO, Holsman International; Director, Exxon Mobil  

Corporation and Theravance, Inc. (Aspen Institute Trustee) 
 

Elaine Kamarck, Senior Fellow, Governance Studies, The Brookings Institution 
 

Peter Knight, President, Generation Investment Management 
 

Timothy Koller, Partner, McKinsey & Co. 
 

David Langstaff, President and CEO, TASC, Inc. # 
 

Krishen Mehta, Former Partner, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP; Senior Advisor, Tax Justice 

Network # 
 

Justus O'Brien, Co-leader, Global CEO Succession Practice and former leader, US Board Practice,  

Egon Zehnder International # 
 

Steve Odland, President, Committee for Economic Development; Director, General Mills, Inc. 
 

Steven Pearlstein, Columnist, The Washington Post 
 

Quintin Price, Head of Alpha Strategies, BlackRock, Inc. 
 

Pat Russo, Chair of the Partnership at Drugfree.org; Director, Alcoa, Inc., General Motors Company 

(Lead Director), Hewlett-Packard Company, KKR & Co. L.P., and Merck & Co., Inc. 
 

Judith Samuelson, Executive Director, The Aspen Institute, Business and Society Program 
 

Greig Schneider, Leader, US Practice, Egon Zehnder International 
 

Edward Snyder, Dean and William S. Beinecke Professor of Economics and Management, Yale 

School of Management 

 

Additional Aspen Institute Trustees who joined in part 

Paul Anderson, Senior Advisor, Booz Allen Hamilton; Richard Braddock, Executive Chairman, 

Mozido, LLC; Director, Eastman Kodak Company (Lead Director); Beth Brooke, Global Vice Chair, 

Ernst & Young ; Gerald Greenwald, Managing Partner, Greenbriar Equity Group; Chairman 

Emeritus of United Airlines, Inc. ; Hayne Hipp, Founder, Liberty Fellowship; Karlheinz Muhr, CEO, 

QFS Asset and Risk Management; Olara Otunnu, President, LBL Foundation for Children; and 

Robert Steel, New York City Deputy Mayor for Economic Development; Former President and CEO 

of Wachovia  

 

Note: (#) denotes Aspen Business & Society Program Advisory Board Members. 


