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Closing Remarks: How will the change take place? 
 
 
I have very much enjoyed the give and take of this conference and I want to applaud Kellogg, 
and Dean Sally Blount, for bringing us together.  Special thanks are due to Sheila Duran, Nicola 
Persico and the entire team here at Kellogg--who have organized and produced this meeting.   
 
I also want to acknowledge my colleague Miguel Padro, who has become a walking 
encyclopedia of who is writing what on the purpose of the corporation, and ancillary and 
relevant questions linked to purpose.   The fact that the volume of fresh thinking in this domain 
is getting too big to carry around in one's head is a good sign.  Miguel is still a great resource 
and is doing important work to connect scholars with one another.  
 
I appreciate the opportunity to reflect a bit on the last two days, to connect some of the dots, 
and to turn to the big question in front of all of us - which is... 
 
What now? 
 
A consultant we worked with over the course of several years used to start conversations with 
the following simple, but powerful, observation:  "The system", he would say,  "is perfectly 
designed for the results we have now" with the tacit implication that if we are not happy with 
the results we have, then pay attention to the real drivers of behavior.  
 
I trust that you are here, as I am, because you believe in, or perhaps, have at least grudging 
respect for the power of business, of markets, of capitalism.  I believe, however, that we are at 
a critical point in the design of the system. In part because of the massive systemic failure that 
we have all lived through, and that Bernie Black illustrated on the chalk board for us this 
morning, this is a point that is ripe with possibility.  As you have seen from the dialogue today, 
this moment is engaging scholars and scholarship, and as we have heard over the course of the 
last day and a half, it has also captured the thinking of people embedded in large, complex 
corporations from Waste Management to P&G. 
 
I am glad that Luigi Zingales just brought us back to business schools, where this work began. 
 
Leading business schools, like the one that courageously hosted this event, can fill their seats 
several times over, not just because it’s the fastest way to a well-paying job, although that is 



certainly part of it, but because business degrees today offer the skill set for getting real things 
done.   
 
An MBA is the portal to the networks, the language and the basic knowledge for building 
enterprises; and enterprises exist to make and create and build and to solve problems of great 
complexity-- As Lynn Stout noted:  to do things that cannot be accomplished by individuals 
working alone.  And for the generation exiting school now, the enterprises that capture their 
imagination need to reseed the commons, not destroy the commons. 
 
That takes us back to the question posed by this conference, entitled" Rethinking Shareholder 
Value" and the Purpose of the Corporation.   
 
As one of our Trustees at the Aspen Institute, Bill Budinger, the founder of Rodel Electronics, 
reminds us, profits are like oxygen.  Business doesn't survive without profits, just like humans 
can't survive without oxygen.  But you, and I, don't exist to breathe.  It's the other way around.  
Harry Kraemer, former CEO of Baxter went beyond that yesterday to make the point that if you 
focus on profits, you are likely to be disappointed, not unlike what Aristotle had to say about 
happiness.  It's in "doing the right thing," he believes, that you are most likely to achieve a 
satisfying result.  You may, or may not, agree.  However, to put profits, or the loftier by equally 
problematic notion of "shareholder value" at the center of the bullseye--to make THAT the 
organizing principle of the corporation is not likely to get the generation entering business 
schools out of bed in the morning. As the first panel talked about yesterday, they want 
something more.   
 
If we teach students to care about the environment--their FUTURE--in one classroom, and then 
down the hall, teach simplistic models that reinforce the centrality of the shareholder, and 
essentially guide them to a single objective function, then several unfortunate things happen.   
 
One, they learn to externalize costs, and to discount the future.  The models taught are only 
that, models.  But in the business classroom they are taught as decision rules, and take on 
"normative" qualities.  And they fail the reality test- anyone who attended the opening panel 
yesterday was reminded that managing the modern corporation is much more dynamic than 
the single objective of profit maximization. You simply can't ignore public expectations if you 
have a brand.  As Daniel Diermeier put it - I will remember this line--  "you have a fiduciary 
responsibility not to be stupid." 
 
Second, MBA students learn that if they have both a heart AND a brain, they don't belong in 
business.  If they don't bail and head to an NGO, then they need to start a new enterprise - one 
that they think -- if they get it started with the right objectives and values, with pure-minded 
investors and hard-work-- can achieve great things.  Call them B Corps, or social enterprises, or 
mission driven organizations.   
 
Being here in Chicago, and with Mary Houghton, one of the co-founders of Shore Bank here in 
the room with us, I marvel at the ingenuity of a purposeful group of entrepreneurs who put 



capital to work for the good of society and accomplish great things. South Shore bank, with its 
mission to build neighborhoods though smart investment in small businesses and critical 
infrastructure, in its heyday, spun off copy cats in several other states.  It opened up 
possibilities about what can be accomplished with the corporate form, and demonstrated the 
power of well-constructed partnerships of philanthropy, investment and government subsidy.  
As was argued by Steve Pearlstein's panel this am, to suggest that business is less capable of 
extraordinary results than Benefit Corporations, takes our best hand off the table.  
 
The Business and Society Program at the Aspen Institute began with this simple observation: if, 
as a society, we are going to address serious threats to the commons - things like climate 
change, and growing inequality -  then business needs to be at the table.  In fact it may be the 
only institution standing with the capacity to do so.  That is not only because of the scale and 
reach, and power to hire and train, and build and create, but also because, as we have explored 
over the last day, and as Senator Russ Feingold put on the table yesterday as we started this 
conversation, business is a significant force in shaping the policies that shape the health of the 
commons, for good or for ill. 
  
So, how will the change take place?  Can we engage business?  As Dwight Hutchins made clear 
this morning, this is not just about law – it’s about culture.  Donna Dabney clarified the law in 
her articulation of the corporate charter and Delaware law.  People disagree on the fine points - 
and not all general counsels are helpful on opening up the conversation about what the law 
allows, but it’s hard to imagine that anyone present today leaves this room thinking the law is 
holding us back.  It may be the perception of law, but more importantly, it's the norms and 
protocols that matter most, AND so does the theory taught in business and law that underpins 
the norms and protocols.  We need business capacity:  its problem solving, job creating, 
innovating capacity --  but it may take a different kind of culture, a different kind of ethics in 
business to truly unleash this capacity. 
 
Lots of good ideas surfaced today.  At Aspen we begin with three fundamental questions.   
 
What is the Purpose of the Corporation?  - which David Langstaff spoke to so eloquently 
yesterday.  How do we measure success, and over what time frame?  And what makes for high-
quality business decisions that will stand the test of time? 
 
To bring about change will require leadership and even courage, and that is equally true in 
business and in academia.   
 
In spite of Nell Minnow's bleak portrait of corporate executives this morning, in my experience, 
based on 15 years of Aspen dialogue on this topic, business executives are more likely to be the 
first movers, than investors or shareholders.  That is for two reasons.  One, companies--
especially those with a global brand to protect--are more likely to feel the pain that stems from 
ignoring public interest.  And second--putting aside the guys who go to Wall Street, people who 
go into business, are in fact motivated by a bigger mission and sense of purpose.  And they are 
optimists to their core.   



 
The nonprofit sector is filled with people like me, who are losing sleep over climate change, and 
who tell our kids that the world is going to hell.  The glass is decidedly half full, and leaking.   
 
Business people like to get things done.  In fact, give them a problem and the possibility of a 
revenue stream, and get out of the way. That is exactly what is so powerful about the business 
model and I think, the reason we are here.   It’s the power to invent, inside of the critical 
constraint of what can be sustained by the give and take and supply and demand of markets 
and profits.  That is what makes private sector approaches to large scale problems so 
compelling.  If you create a useful product or service, with measurable social or environmental 
benefits within the constraints of a fair profit—then the ability to attract capital and grow—or 
as NGOs like to say, to go to scale—is—well, it’s limitless.  
 
This takes me back for a moment to the question of motivation in the business sector, where 
we started the conversation yesterday with Sarah Murray's panel on activist pressure. 
 
A number of people at this conference have referenced the leadership of Walmart on driving 
environmental standards through their supply chain.  I may have my problems with "always low 
price" as a sustainable business model for the planet, but we would rather have WalMart 
leading on greening the supply chain than not.  The transformation that took place at WalMart, 
I think, is a powerful story about leadership.  
 
I call it the Lee Scott moment.  Mr. Scott was the CEO of WalMart when Hurricane Katrina 
unleashed its fury on the Gulf coast, now seven years ago.   The company, for a decade before 
that, had been the target of a well-financed campaign  - a coalition of environment and labor 
aimed at a variety of sins - that was making it harder and harder for Walmart to open new 
distribution hubs in blue states, in places like New England and California, and green countries 
like Germany and Canada.  WalMart was in a squeeze play and it needed to act, but I think the 
catalytic event in Lee Scott's conversion was the day that a remarkable photo appeared on the 
front page of every major newspaper in the country--a photo of a long line of WalMart trucks 
parked on I-10, filled with blankets, and water and diapers, waiting for the National Guard to 
open the highway into New Orleans in the wake of the storm.  I think Lee Scott looked at that 
photo, and said, how do I get more of that kind of press and less of the news about poor 
treatment of workers and the destruction of small towns? 
 
The letter he wrote to the public about the WalMart they wanted to become made some very 
powerful claims that the company is still pursuing.  
 
Lee Scott is no longer CEO of WalMart, and it continues to be a company that receives its share 
of both admiration and criticism.   
 
What distinguishes successful firms like WalMart, is the ability to get things done;  to 
operationalize its goals.  Walmart, given the power of its supply chain can accomplish a lot on 



its own.  It goes without saying, that the complex problems we face will require collaboration 
across businesses, B2B, and across industries.   
 
I will end on two challenges that we are beginning to think more about and that I believe merit 
more exploration by both business and the academy. 
  
The first is the role of trade associations - it was mentioned this morning;  we find ourselves 
today in a strange universe where even the companies that would benefit the most from 
getting a price on carbon, will not speak out.  The history of the United States is one of 
business, for self-interested reasons, pursuing new investment that benefits the commons.  
Why is that not happening now?  Steven Pearlstein has explored this question in his columns in 
the Post. 
 
The second is the need for more work on pay.  Pay is complex of course, and the point has 
already been made today about the unintended consequences of tying pay to stock price. There 
is also the question of transparency--can we actually TELL what someone earns? And then the 
"third rail" question, which looms large in the imagination of the US public - the question of 
how much compensation is reasonable.  This question lies at the heart of distrust of business.  It 
deserves more attention. 
 
Thanks again for joining us - we look forward to next steps.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


