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Introduction


What Takes a CEO?









I have been the president or CEO of five major media and cable corporations. Based on that experience, I’ve written a book about corporate deal making(The Biggest Game of All). I’ve gotten to know lots of movers and shakers: some admirable characters, others less so. I’ve made a lot of money—for my shareholders and my employees, as well as for myself. And at times, I’ve pushed my peers in corporate America to think more broadly about things like AIDS, diversity, partner benefits, and other difficult issues.




I’m often asked to speak to corporate and university audiences. Although my stump speech continues to evolve, and although I tailor it to particular audiences, it generally focuses on the need to 1) recognize your responsibilities in life and 2)act on those responsibilities. When I get going in front of a crowd, I can generally get that crowd going too.




But it’s not an act. I believe every word of it, and I’ve tried to live it in my own life.




When the title of this book—It Takes a CEO—was chosen I realized that some people might misinterpret it. No, the point isnot that CEOs are all-knowing or all-wise or all-powerful. The point is that CEOs have a special role to play in our society. Because of the way our society is hardwired, there are certain very important things that only a CEO can tackle.




How important are these things, and what’s at risk? What’s at risk is the entire way of life that we’ve come to treasure in America, and which people around the world—no matter what they maysay about us—wish they had for themselves.




What You’ll Find Here




What you’ll find in this book is an analysis of how we’ve gotten into some of the messes we’re in, and also a prescription for getting out of them. I don’t intend to pull punches.




For example, a lot of today’s crop of CEOs are irresponsible or criminal or both. Some of them—the Kozlowskis, Ebberses, Rigases, Lays, Skillings, and so on—have made headlines with their antics. But there are many more of them out there who are just hunkering down and hoping that their own shenanigans won’t turn into tomorrow’s headlines. And there’s a far bigger bunch who don’t have these kinds of skeletons in their closets but unfortunately have nothing to point to on the positive side of the ledger either. When you say to these guys that it takes a CEO, they tend to blink uncomprehendingly and ask, “Well, to do what, exactly?”




In the following pages, we’ll look at reasons people should (or shouldn’t) go into business in the first place. In my own experience, leading corporations is a tough, lonely job. Pushing corporations and other human organizations in directions they don’t necessarily want to go is a long, hard slog. If you do the job right, it may pay you well, but it will definitely cost you dearly. I know this; my first two CEO jobs cost me my marriage.




We’ll also look at the overconcentration of power in this country and the negative consequence of that trend. After an early apprenticeship in the natural-resource industry and a stint on Wall Street, I went into the communications and media world, so that’s the sector I will focus on to make some of my arguments.




Are you worried that five media companies control more than 80 percent of what’s seen in America today? I am.




Are you worried that those companies are engaged in an ethical and aesthetic “race to the bottom”—that is, chasing the highest ratings by sniffing out the lowest common denominator? Are you worried aboutFear Factor andThe Swan, and what the networks may be planning next? I am.




Next, we’ll look at some executive compensation and corporate-governance issues that CEOs have to think and worry about a lot more. Again, the subtext here is responsibility.




That subtext recurs in the chapters focused on outsourcing and on the corporation’s obligation to take care of its employees. No, there are no easy answers to the challenges of competing on a global stage, where some of your faraway competitors couldn’t care less about things like exploiting children and despoiling the environment. But the fact that it’s hard is no excuse for not trying to deal with the problem. Lots of aspects of business are hard. In theory, at least, that’s why CEOs get paid so much.




I also include a chapter that I call “Wal-Mart Nation?” I put the question mark there because the current struggle between Wal-Mart and Costco really speaks to the heart of a terrible dilemma facing our nation. Wal-Mart, in some ways, is the corporate equivalent ofFear Factor. Sam Walton’s juggernaut has vanquished most of the competition, but the Wal-Mart “win” is not much to be proud of: $9.96 an hour, on average, with one of the most-costly-to-employee health-care “benefits” anywhere. Meanwhile, over at Costco, Jim Sinegal is risking the wrath of Wall Street by trying to do the right thing by his people.




And guess what? His employees know it, and they’re trying to do the right thing by him too.




And finally, I include a short chapter called “The CEO Checklist,” which is no more or less than standards to which prospective employees should hold their prospective employers. The question they should seek to answer, through this exercise, is,Is this company good enough for me?




That may seem like a strange question to be asking in turbulent economic times, when getting and holding on to a job can be a tough challenge. But ifeverybody asked this question—Is this company good enough for me?—Sam Walton’s very wealthy heirs and other shareholders wouldn’t get away with paying employees just $7.60 an hour.




Who Should Read This Book




The preceding quick summary should give you some idea of the kinds of people this book tries to speak to.




Ideally, I’d like to influence some of my fellow CEOs. I have a vision that I savor: the CEOs of this country’s thousand largest companies band together, storm Capitol Hill, and declare their collective determination to launch the equivalent of a Marshall Plan to help rescue the U.S. economy and its middle class, just as the original Marshall Plan rescued Europe and its war-torn populations in the wake of World War II. Is this a pipe dream? Maybe. Maybe not.




But by the time you get to be a full-fledged CEO, you’re pretty hard to influence. So I really want to influence the next few generations of CEOs in this country. I want to scare certain kinds of young people out of even applying for the job. And I want to encourage other kinds of young people to apply, even while I’m warning them about what they’re really getting into.




More broadly, I want to give hope and inspiration to a large and growing group of people who don’t currently have much of either. As I write this introduction, the late Ronald Reagan is still being remembered and mourned. In his time as president, Reagan was known and loved for his almost relentless optimism. He talked of cities on hills, of mornings in America, and of a country whose best days were ahead of it. Americans responded to that vision—even Americans who had never before dreamed of signing on with a conservative Republican’s agenda.




America’s best dayscan be ahead, but not if we continue on the course we are on. We need to change course. We need to steer toward a new shore. That shore is in sight. But it will take a CEO (multiplied by the hundreds and the thousands) to help us get there.
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The Problem,


and How We Got There









Today, across the United States, we have something like 12 percent effective unemployment.




Yes, I know that’s about three times the reported unemployment rate. But the real numbers are far worse than the reported rates. If you add in all the people who are underemployed or have given up hope of finding work in our economy—including a lot of black males in our cities—the unemployment rate soars. The unemployment rate among black males in New York City, for example, is 50 percent. That’s right:50 percent.1 What’s more, this is largely “structural” unemployment, which means it’s embedded in our system and isn’t going to go away with the next uptick in the economy.




My office is in the beautifully refurbished Chrysler Building, in midtown Manhattan. Although I’m only a short cab ride from where most of New York’s unemployed live, I could be thousands of miles away from them. Unless I make an effort to bridge that gap, my life is almost completely separate from the lives of the people who live in those communities.




Or is it?




A central premise of this book is that, collectively, weown that unemployment—or it owns us. America’s corporate leadership, and especially its CEOs, have a special role to play in addressing this great and growing social evil.




When I was a college student in the late 1960s, the unemployment rate among black males in New York was much lower—something like a third of what it is today. Back then, most people thought that the then-prevailing rates of unemployment in the ghetto were scandalously, unacceptably high. Government at every level took bold steps to provide more opportunity for the unemployed. Everyone thought that with a little determined effort, we could make unemployment go away. We could build a “Great Society,” as Lyndon Johnson put it. And corporate America played its part—sometimes awkwardly, but with good intentions.




Obviously, the Great Society didn’t happen. Instead, we decided to turn our backs on the problem. We couldn’t afford both the “guns and butter” that President Johnson promised us, so we embraced the guns. Again, corporate America went with the flow. Our CEOs stopped worrying about what was briefly referred to as “corporate social responsibility” and went back to making money.




The problem doesn’t begin and end with employment, unfortunately. Take health insurance. Two or three decades back, nobody talked much about health insurance. For the most part, most people who wanted it were able to get it, at a rate they could more or less afford. Health benefits were taken for granted:of course your company offered a relatively generous medical plan, or even several such plans. Not a perfect system, to be sure—among other problems, your health insurance wasn’t “portable”—and that’s why U.S. presidents since Harry Truman have been arguing in favor of some sort of national health insurance. But all in all, it was a workable system.




Today, according to the latest Kaiser Foundation numbers, there are at least 45 million Americans with no health insurance. In the first two years of this brand-new century, the number of uninsured under the age of sixty-five grew by 3.7 million, or almost 10 percent.2These numbers grew in part as a result of the anemic economy, but also—as we will see—mostly as a result of inept government policies and morally bankrupt corporate practices.




Who cares? Well, we all should. When one of these uninsured people experiences a serious medical problem, emergency or not, he or she heads for the emergency room at the local hospital, which is obligated to provide free care to anyone who needs it.




This is bad medicine, but it’s also bad economics. Emergency rooms, which are expensive to operate, should be reserved for actual emergencies. It’s no surprise that hospitals are increasingly unwilling to foot the bill. From a social-policy standpoint too, the system is a disaster. Uninsured people rarely visit doctors to keep themselves healthy; that’s a luxury reserved for the wealthy and the insured. So the uninsured wait until their medical problem is so far along that they have no choice but to seek help—at which point the problem tends to be hugely expensive to treat, or untreatable.




In either case, somebody pays a very large bill—either in medical care to treat an advanced condition or in lost productivity or both. It may be a company health plan or an already strapped municipal budget, but somebody pays.




In the health-care realm, as in the corporate-social-responsibility realm, our CEOs and other corporate leaders have learned a painful lesson. We can’t wish these problems away. We can’t wash our hands of them. We own them—or they own us.




The Larger Implications of “Extreme Fighting”




So that’s the first premise of this book. I believe, strongly, that this country is facing major challenges and choices. Some of those challenges can’t be solved without the direct involvement of America’s corporate leadership. It’s not a question of those leaders’ being “nice guys” or “nice gals.” It’s a question of their acting in the long-term interests of their organizations and of the nation.




But there’s another important premise of this book. In addition to accepting (partial) responsibility for tackling issues like unemployment and health care, our corporate leaders have to take more responsibility for this nation’s moral tone and for the quality of our cultural and social discourse. This means different things for different executives, depending on where they and their organizations are today. For some, it means stopping bad things from happening. For others, it means making better things happen.




I was president of TCI—the largest cable operator in the United States—beginning in February 1997. In that capacity, one of my jobs was to pass final judgment on the shows that aired on our numerous cable systems. When I took over at TCI, the company was already involved with a pay-per-view event called “extreme fighting.” Basically, extreme fighting involved putting two guys in a Cyclone-fence-enclosed hexagon and having them go at each other until one of the two guys “tapped out.”




Biting, kicking, eye gouging, whatever: this was no holds barred. I hated the whole enterprise. I had refused to carry it on the cable systems of InterMedia Partners, which I had started in 1988 and headed before arriving at TCI. Extreme fighting was gladiatorial, perverse—even obscene. So I said, “TCI is out of the extreme fighting business.”




In early 1997, I had enough influence over the industry that when I said, “It’s off the air at TCI,” it wasn’t going to happen elsewhere. There was only one practical avenue into the home at that time: through the cable industry. If my company and the larger industry were out, that didn’t leave enough homes to be profitable for these guys to invade.




What I didn’t fully appreciate at that time was that extreme fighting was an industry, of sorts, and that its backers were absolutely determined to overcome my objections and get into America’s homes. So what did they do, in response to my banning of the sport and my condemnation of it as “rule-less”? They came up with something they informally called the “Hindery rules,” which they proposed to adopt on a going-forward basis. The Hindery rules boiled down to no eye gouging, no throat jabs, no biting, and no obvious shots to the groin. Apparently, they hoped that by adopting these rules, they could make me and like-minded CEOs back off. Maybe they thought I’d be flattered by having a set of rules named after me. (I wasn’t.) In any case, they promulgated these rules, and then they said,“Now will you let us come back on?”




I continued to say, “No way. Not on my systems.”




I traveled for two years with security. And to make things worse, I began to understand that it wasn’t just the fighters and promoters who were angry, it was also the small but passionateaudience for extreme fighting. They weren’t getting their favorite entertainment pumped into their living rooms because of my stubbornness, and they were really, really angry about that.




My response continued to be,Tough luck. I was more likely to reroute sewer mains into several million living rooms than to put that garbage on the air, even on a pay-per-view basis. I thought it was wrong, and I thought it was a CEO’s job to say so.




I still think so.




The Race to the Bottom




In recent years, America has been engaged in what many have called a “race to the bottom.” It’s a competitive downward spiral in our economic, cultural, and political lives. It has many manifestations, none of them good.




The shaky state of the national economy has contributed significantly to the swelling ranks of the jobless and uninsured in recent years. (People lose their health insurance both when they get laid off and when their employer goes under.) But in addition, conscious decisions made by people in positions of authority—including both politicians and corporate leaders—have helped bump up those “misery indexes.”




For example, U.S. companies have moved aggressively to outsource and “offshore” work to foreign nationals—work that previously was performed by U.S. workers. Some of this offshoring has been a legitimate competitive necessity. But some of it reflects laziness and cowardice on the part of American corporate executives.Chase the lowest wage rates, wherever they may be in the world, according to this mind-set.That’s the best short-term thing for my shareholders, offshoring executives tell themselves,so it must be the best thing, period.




Unfortunately—and this is where our politicians have been lazy and cowardly—no one carries this calculation through to its logical extreme. No one figures out the cost to our society of having U.S. workers lose jobs, go on unemployment, get their health care through hospital emergency rooms, and so on. And is my office in the Chrysler Building really that far away from Harlem?




The late Irwin Miller—long the voice and conscience of Columbus, Indiana–based Cummins Inc., which makes diesel engines and related components—used to talk about the need to include in the cost of his company’s engines the cost ofcleaning up after those engines. Doesn’t that idea sound quaint today? A corporation acknowledging responsibilities beyond the bare legal minimum?




But it shouldn’t sound quaint. Miller was right. If his customers don’t pay for the cost of diesel particulates in the air, the rest of us will. Or worse,nobody will, and we’ll keep on inhaling those particulates indefinitely and pay in far more painful ways. And guess who is more likely to live near a clogged road or freeway: someone like me, or the family of one of those unemployed African-American males mentioned above?




In a survey of 1,500 delegates, mostly top business leaders, attending the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in January 2004, fewer than 20 percent of survey respondents said profitability was the most important measure of success. More important, most respondents claimed, were corporate reputation, integrity, and the quality of their products. They may believe it when they say it, but unless theyact it, it doesn’t count.




Extreme fighting was (and unfortunately still is) the epitome in media of the cultural race to the bottom, which in turn is driven by profits, which in turn are driven by ratings or customer acceptance.




Take Janet Jackson’s celebrated “wardrobe malfunction” during the 2004 Super Bowl halftime show. In the wake of what turned out to be a public-relations fiasco, CBS issued the following statement:






CBS deeply regrets the incident that occurred during the Super Bowl halftime show. We attended all rehearsals throughout the week and there was no indication that any such thing would happen. The moment did not conform to CBS broadcast standards and we would like to apologize to anyone who was offended.3







Oh, please. Does anyone honestly think that bizarre moment was completely unscripted or unauthorized? As someone who worked in that industry for many years, I sure don’t. Why? Because advertisers were paying $1.6 million for a thirty-second spot, and they expected something spectacular.




Because nobody in that entire chain of command, all the way to the top of the CBS pyramid, stood up and said, “It’s not going to happen onmy network.” That’s exactly what Bill Paley, the founding genius and longtime conscience of CBS, would have said.Not on my network.




What Went Wrong?




What went wrong? How has our society gotten this far off track? There are at least three major contributing factors:




	

1)bad corporate leadership, on the part of our CEOs principally, but also the senior executives (COOs, CFOs, EVPs, and so on) who stand right behind our CEOs,


	

2)misguided policies at the federal level, and


	

3)skewed priorities on the personal level—yours and mine.







Let’s look briefly at each of these factors; we’ll return to them at greater length in subsequent chapters.




Bad corporate leadership




Leadership is a sacred trust and a privilege. When you head a corporation, you accept—or should accept—all the implications of that trust. When you abuse that trust, there should be consequences. I’m one of those relatively rare executive types who applaud New York Attorney General Eliot Spitzer as he smokes out the bad guys. Corporate bad guys should go to jail.




But bad leadership extends far beyond the small numbers of CEOs who wind up in jail. For example, on May 10, 2004, Citigroup—parent company of Salomon Smith Barney—agreed to pay $2.65 billion to investors who had invested in WorldCom as a result of Jack Grubman’s relentlessly cheerful analyses of the shaky telecom giant. (Grubman was Salomon’s telecom “expert.”) Well, by any reckoning, $2.65 billion is a lot of money. In fact, it was the largest payment ever made by a bank, brokerage firm, or auditor to settle claims made by investors.4




Jack Grubman, at his peak, was paid $20 million a year by Salomon to perform his “research” and “analysis.” That’s a big red flag, right there. There is no analyst in the world who’s worth more than $1 million a year. So what did the other $19 million cover?




Could the ugly truth be that it compensated Grubman for his help in landing something like $100 million in investment-banking work from WorldCom? Perhaps there were other things at work—like the fact that Grubman raised his research rating of AT&T at an especially timely juncture, after Weill had requested Grubman to “take a fresh look” at the stock. And the fact that, after Grubman reportedly asked Weill to pull some strings to get Grubman’s twins into a highly competitive Manhattan preschool, the twins were duly admitted to the school, which also happened to receive a $1 million donation from Citigroup.




With Spitzer nipping at his heels, Grubman agreed to pay a $15 million fine and accepted a lifetime banishment from the securities industry.5Poor guy—nine months’ pay down the drain, and no more time at the trough!




But what of Sandy Weill—the other guy in the middle of this mess, and, as the CEO, the person ultimately responsible for his company’s paying a fine bigger than the total annual expenditures of twelve of the fifty states?6,7Well, he still gets the best tables at New York restaurants, and he still relishes his role as senior corporate statesman about town.




Frankly, Weill deserves a lifetime banishment from positions of corporate leadership. And he should be compelled to give back some of his enormous past compensation ($30.7 million in FY 2003 alone, according toForbes ).




The only risk in focusing on the most obvious cases—the felons and the corrupt peacocks—is that other, less conspicuous characters may escape detection and punishment. Obviously, there are sins of commission: the kinds of criminal activities that the Eliot Spitzers of the world are going after. But there are also sins of omission: all those things a responsible CEOcould do to make his or her company stronger, and the lives of his or her employees better, but opts not to.




Misguided federal policies




For much of the last quarter century, our federal government has frequently made matters worse as it’s tried to make them better. Let’s look first at a fairly noncontroversial manifestation of this phenomenon: how our government has dealt with the challenge of overcapacity. If you really sit down and pick apart what’s wrong with the U.S. auto industry, the airlines, and the telecom sector, you quickly come to the realization that we have way too much capacity—too many production facilities, too many seats, too much cable, and so on.




Overcapacity is hard to spot, but its effects are not. It’s like a flesh-eating bacterium, first ravaging balance sheets and profit-and-loss statements, then gnawing away at employment, and finally hurting the lending institutions that stand behind all that overcapacity. Look at the sad case of Japan. At the beginning of the 1990s, the formerly vaunted Japanese economy (remember Ezra F. Vogel’s 1979 classic,Japan as Number 1? ) began to feel the results of its own extreme structural overcapacity. The Nikkei plunged, and it remained depressed for almost fifteen years.




The U.S. economy, which consistently demonstrates an astounding resiliency, can generally overcome any dislocations it encounters. But no economy—not even ours—can accommodate widespread overcapacity. About the best thing you can do, when staring down the gun barrel of this threat, is 1) stimulate consumption, and 2) take the necessary steps to avoid the creation of even more unproductive capacity.




So what does our government do? First, through the Federal Reserve—ostensibly an independent body, but increasingly responsive in recent years to the whims of the White House—it cuts interest rates, which puts money into the hands of corporations, which are tempted to build even more capacity. Fortunately, many have resisted that temptation, perhaps taking their cue from the commercial real-estate sector, which—having gotten whacked as a result of having brought way too much capacity on line in the late 1980s—wisely declined to make the same mistake a decade later.




Sure, low interest rates help consumers control the cost of their debt. But that’s just an accidental benefit for individuals who are owned by their credit-card debt. Thereal goal of this monetarist policy, believe it or not, is to encourage corporationsto invest in new capacity.




Second, our government persists in designing tax cuts for people in the higher income brackets. To put it bluntly,tax cuts for rich people only make rich people richer. Giving more money to people who are already in full-consumption mode—and therefore are unlikely to spend more—is bad economics, not to mention an affront to the rest of society. The scheduled complete elimination of the estate tax is an absolutely shameful extension of this warped, counterproductive tax policy. We need to go inexactly the opposite direction. We need to put more money in the hands of the people who absolutely need to spend it; that will help consumption go up. Keep capacity down; push consumption up. Even a semiretired media exec understands that much about economics.




Some economists have argued that the “cruelest tax” is inflation. That’s the kind of argument made by someone who’s never been unemployed. The cruelest tax is unemployment. Since the beginning of this century, this nation has permanently lost between 2.3 million and 3 million jobs to outsourcing. (The figure tends to bounce around, depending on who you listen to.) Certainly under the recent Republican administration—but also dating back into the Clinton years, and before that in the Bush I and Reagan administrations—our federal government has adopted a relentlessly uncritical probusiness stance. The theory is that free trade will set us free.




It hasn’t worked. U.S. employers simply cannot compete against the combination of child labor, substandard compensation, few or no employee benefits, and zero-to-low environmental standards at overseas sources of production.




Although he is far from alone in this, the current President Bush has demonstrated an amazing insensitivity to those millions of lost jobs. He has talked about how “dislocations” are inevitable and—in the long run—good for the economy. He has talked about how health spas are a growing sector of the economy, where the “dislocated” might want to start their second (or third or fourth) careers.




Sorry. We can, and must, do better.




Skewed personal priorities




Now we need to spread the blame a little more broadly, extending it to you and to me—to all of us.




We’re greedy. We overconsume.




Have you visited a new and upscale suburban housing development recently? There’s an obligatory feature in new and upscale houses: the “great room”—a cavernous chamber designed to make the house’s owner feel wealthy and important, like a feudal lord.




Or if you live in an established neighborhood, try to find a house that hasn’t gotten bigger in recent years. The added wing. The enclosed porch. The attached garage that has been transformed into a playroom. Our families aren’t getting bigger—in fact, they’re getting smaller, year by year—but we seem to need more and more room to spread out in.




That’s in part becausewe’re getting bigger. The average weight of Americans aged twenty-five to thirty in the mid-1980s was 161 pounds. Ten years later, the average weight in that same age group was 171 pounds.8




We persist in driving big cars that waste gas. We particularly like trucks (or disguised trucks, like SUVs). As a result, despite enormous technological advances, we use gasoline less efficiently than we did a decade and a half ago. “The total fleet fuel economy peaked in 1987 at 26.2 mpg when light trucks made up a mere 28.1 percent of the market,” notes one government agency. “By 2001, with light trucks making up 46.7 percent of the market, total fleet fuel economy fell to 24.4 mpg. Currently, light trucks make up more than 50 percent of new vehicle sales.”9




Meanwhile, we engage in the kinds of selfish economic behaviors that help us only a little but hurt American workers a lot. Are you more likely to buy an American-made sweatshirt at that store on Main Street for thirty bucks, or drive that SUV out to Wal-Mart on the edge of town and spend twenty bucks on a sweatshirt made in China? If you take the latter course, you benefit your own budget a little, but the ruins of the domestic textile industry take another hit.




A few years back, Robert D. Putnam wrote a compelling book calledBowling Alone, the premise of which was that social bonds and civic engagement have declined precipitously in the United States over the past few decades. In explaining this phenomenon, Putnam pointed to multiple factors: time pressures, economic stress, residential mobility, the influence of television, and so on.10It was a sobering litany, underscoring how much ground we have to recapture before we even begin to think about gaining new ground.




It is no accident that two of our oldest states—Massachusetts and Virginia—are technically not states at all but “common-wealths.” A great word, and a great concept: thecommon wealth. The green space in the middle of Boston is referred to as Boston Common because it was originally grazing land for cattle owned in common by the settlers. When those early New Englanders had to put up a barn, they had a barn raising, and people came from miles around to pitch in—confident that whenthey needed help, their neighbors would be there for them.




Would you be there for your neighbors? Would they be there for you? In a global economy, whoare your neighbors?




So What Are We Supposed to Do?




Books that are 99 percent catalogues of evil and only 1 percentsolutions to those evils aren’t particularly useful. In this book, I intend to devote as much space as possible to prescriptions. The following pages sketch out a few of the prescriptions that will recur throughout subsequent chapters, using the same three-part framework introduced above: business leaders, the government, and the rest of us.




What CEOs have to do




CEOs have to take responsibility for their actions. CEOs have to show some guts and demonstrate some long-range vision. In the realm of job creation, wages, and benefits, this means taking concerted actions to defend the American workforce. In the media realm, this means (among other things) not putting junk like extreme fighting orFear Factor orThe Swan on the air. This will not be easy. When I thumbed my nose at the extreme-fighting crowd, I was in a strong position. Because of the state of technology and the way the cable industry was structured at that time, there was basically only one pipeline into the living room, and I substantially influenced that pipeline. It was almost impossible for someone to come along behind me and tell the extreme-fighting crowd, “Hey, I’ll take your garbage, happily!”




That is no longer true. The woman who recently took over the troubled ABC network, Ann Sweeney, is an outstanding media executive. She used to run the Disney Channel; now she’s attempting to turn around ABC. In addition to being a topflight television executive, she’s a seriously good mother and also a thoughtful person who is committed to women’s issues and other important causes.




Nevertheless, Sweeney is working against long odds. She needs to find ways to break the downward spiral that Fox Network initiated a few years back, with its degrading reality programming. Both the economics of production (reality TV is cheap) and the proliferation of alternatives are working against her, in ways that they weren’t even a decade ago. But she has to try. It takes a CEO. And to extrapolate more broadly, CEOs across this country need to find ways to break our downward spirals and interrupt the race to the bottom.




We have just concluded an election season, resulting in the reelection of George W. Bush. No matter what our partisan preferences, here’s one thing we should all wish for the president: less stuff on his plate, and more stuff on the plates of the CEO community.




What do I mean by this? What we’ve really done, through our recent political process, is elect a president of the world (even if the rest of the world hates to hear it put that way). Now we will demand that he operate effectively on that level, focusing on big-picture issues. But the fact is, he’s not going to have that luxury, because he’s going to have to address all those issues on which the corporate sector has simply abdicated responsibility—the 45 million people with no health insurance, the outsourcing, the indecency on the airwaves, the media consolidation, the decision about whether to expense options or put them through the balance sheet, and so on, and so on. It will not matter if President Bush (or his successor) tries to sidestep these tough issues; eventually, they will catch up with him and bedevil him.




Just as they will bedevil us.




It takes a CEO. It’s not a case of hubris or misplaced pride. The CEO’s job touches on three constituencies: employees, shareholders, and community. It touches on them automatically, and unavoidably. The bigger your company, the bigger each of those constituencies. And when you get to the size of a Fortune 1000 company, your community is arguably the nation.




A few years back, I had a version of this conversation with Gerry Levin, who recently retired as the head of Time Warner. Among the divisions in Levin’s former empire was Interscope Records—which put out rap records that advocated the killing of cops—and another division was the publisher of one of Madonna’s more reprehensible picture books. When I challenged him about his company’s involvement in these activities, Levin first invoked the First Amendment. After exhausting the free-speech argument, he fell back on the great corporate cop-out: maximizing shareholder wealth. But it’s simply not good enough for our CEOs to draw their circles of responsibility so tightly, worrying only about the needs of their shareholders.




The debate continues, at Time Warner and elsewhere.11I hope that in the long run, the broader view of corporate responsibility prevails. I hope that our corporate leaders, either individually or collectively, will chart out a course of action that meets the needs of all their constituencies.




Sometimes CEOs adopt a philosophical approach to explain their inaction. “It’s not appropriate for me to throw my weight around in the social arena,” they say. “It’s not appropriate for me to commit my company to a social, economic, or political agenda. These are issues best left to the democratic process.”




The appropriate response is “If not you, who?” Remember when President Nixon made his overture to China? No liberal politician would have dared to cozy up to the Red Chinese government, as it was universally referred to in the United States at the time. It was too risky for a Democrat. It took a Republican. Well, who’s going to make similarly bold departures on the citizen and worker home fronts? Who’s going to draw the line when someone proposes yet another race to the bottom?




It takes a CEO.




What the government has to do




In the near term, the government (primarily at the federal level, but also to some extent at the state and local levels) has to make up for the failings of our CEO community. Currently, several more states—Washington and Oregon among them—are considering following the New York legislature’s lead in banning extreme fighting. “What kind of society are we becoming?” asked one state senator from Washington rhetorically. “It’s almost as if we’re throwing people to the tigers in the amphitheater in Rome.”12Arizona Senator John McCain—a boxer in his days at the Naval Academy, and a boxing aficionado ever since—deserves credit for his tireless crusade against extreme fighting.




In the longer term, the government has to work with the CEO community (and vice versa) in ways that benefit American workers—starting at home, but especially in the realm of international competition. An individual CEO, or even a group of CEOs, can’t wrestle with the WTO about the rules of competition on a global scale. That’s the government’s job. But up to that point, it’s every CEO’s job, on a daily basis, to position his or her company so that the government isn’t compelled to fight uphill every step of the way.




My fellow CEOs should always keep in mind that if we don’t do it ourselves, the government will do it for us—or to us. And the problem with that solution, of course, is that the government paints with a roller, when what’s usually needed is a much smaller and more flexible paintbrush.




What the rest of us have to do




InBowling Alone, Robert Putnam waits until his very last chapter to start suggesting what we’re supposed to do about our sense of being disconnected from one another. His prescriptions range from the mundane (get more involved in civic work) to the lofty (agitate for large-scale urban planning that will minimize the atomization of the culture).




Unlike Putnam’s, this book is primarily about CEOs: what they can and can’t do, and what they should and shouldn’t do. For that reason, I won’t spend much time on Putnam’s turf. But heading into our subsequent chapters, I will simply reiterate that we’re all in this together. We can’t do what needs to be done without the inspired leadership of the CEO community. And they can’t do what needs to be done without our support—yours and mine.
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