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There’s a need for a grand strategy.
Tuesday’s big victories for Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton are just the start of an election
year that will transform the Presidency, Congress, and, ultimately, the Supreme Court. Here’s an
early prediction: no matter the final outcome, America’s largest companies will find themselves
in troubled waters.

The winds of populism, protectionism and, in some cases xenophobia, are blowing in ways that
we have not experienced in our lifetimes. The candidates are not just fanning these pernicious
flames; indeed, they are also reflecting deep-seated forces in America today. Large swaths of the
American electorate believe that the political establishment and almost all affiliated institutions,
including big business, have failed them. Widening income inequalities, disillusionment with
globalization, weariness about the costs of US leadership in the global arena, and a sense that the
future no longer includes the upward mobility of the American Dream – all of these feelings
won’t go away. All are also likely to negatively impact the environment in which big
corporations have thrived.

It would be an error of historic proportions for big business to assume that it can control whoever
is elected, or that it can limit the damage, or that any new president will tack towards the center.
To think that way would be grossly underestimating the degree of anger and frustration in
America today. Without an new grand strategy, based on a re-examination of many fundamental

assumptions, America’s leading global companies could find themselves facing a world that is
dramatically different from the one in which they have successfully operated.

Without confident US leadership, the global marketplace could become balkanized. Trade and
financial treaties could come undone. State run enterprises could play a much bigger role than
they do now. More fundamentally, without a strong and confident America at the helm, an open,
liberal multilateral global economic system, supported by the rule of law and institutions such as
the International Monetary Fund and World Trade Organization, will survive. After all, who
would lead it – an authoritarian, state-capitalist China?

It would be challenging enough for US companies even if a new administration and congress
were not inclined to jettison a policy framework that has worked very well for big business. Let’s
face it: the world economy has slowed down dramatically and could remain comatose for many
years. The trajectory of international trade and financial flows is flattening out, trade negotiations
have become problematic, and there is good reason to anticipate an era of competitive currency
depreciations. Central banks are losing their credibility to stabilize economies, let alone to
stimulate growth. The GDP of most emerging markets has gone into reverse gear. Sovereign debt
is piling up everywhere. The bloom is off the China rose, at best, and at worst the Middle
Kingdom may be on the edge of a serious crisis. The EU may not fall apart, but it could well be a
shadow of itself just several years ago. Theft of intellectual property rights are still rampant and
cybercrime is soaring. Global financial markets remain volatile and fragile, highly susceptible to
a major debacle. This is hardly the time for the US to pull in its horns, allow the global
framework for commerce to atrophy and open the door to centrifugal political forces.

In normal times, the agenda for big business in America is to focus on a relatively narrow
agenda, such as certain tax concessions, certain provisions in trade agreements, and certain
actions for regulatory relief, for example. Top companies would push for these policies on their
own and through trade associations. The basic premise would be that the American capitalist

system is intact, and that changes should be attempted within that system. But what if the
premise is wrong? What if the very system we have assumed as a given is itself under attack by
our own politicians?

I believe that business should be planning for the worst political outcome. A new grand strategy
is required that goes way beyond the usual lobbying. It has to be longer term and more extensive
than the business community has undertaken since the early 1950s, when the business-dominated
Committee on Economic Development devised a far reaching strategy to cooperate with the
Truman and Eisenhower administrations. It can’t be just a rearguard action to maintain the status
quo, but must incorporate some big changes from what now exists.

Here are some starting points:

It should figure out how to educate the American public on the benefits of an open multilateral
global economy. This is a long-term process, but must begin now.

It should get behind political candidates for congress and for governorships that will pursue the
most business-friendly policies toward the US in the world economy.

It should decide to support policies it can enact on its own to build a stronger, more
entrepreneurial and more resilient U.S. economy including mitigating income disparities, such as
the unilateral efforts of companies like Wal*Mart WMT 0.71% and Aetna AET -0.51% to
raise wages of their employees. Big business should more constructively and pro-actively deal
with other issues that the public is deeply concerned about, including major initiatives relating to
challenges such as infrastructure and climate change.

There is a special opportunity when it comes to the all-important issue of trade. It is no longer
enough to push for new trade agreements, such as the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP.) The
country needs an innovative domestic legislative counterpart that greatly enhances the ability of
American workers to adjust to the impact of imports and outsourcing. This has to consist of bold
new training and education initiatives, new forms of wage insurance, new investments in
regional economic initiatives. Why can’t an organization such as the Business Roundtable be out
front on such a broad –based plan?

Finally, big business should identify several dynamic CEOs –active or recently retired — who
can lead this charge.

The signals are blinking red. Without a new manifesto and a new agenda, big business could be
in big trouble.
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