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“As association leaders I 
believe very strongly we can 
change the world for 
good—or at least we can have 
a damn good impact on it.”
SUSAN NEELY

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com

1https://www.acli.com
2https://www.nam.org



IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”
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“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 
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1.Voluntary commitment: 
Public commitment with a 

neutral partner

2. Deliver on
the commitment

Figure out what the 
leadership opportunity is.

Find the truth in what the 
opposition is saying. 

Bring in data and research
to validate it. 

Ask the market how things 
should be.

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”
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government and government 
o�cials and in certain parts 
of our economy is waning, 
but business overall has a 
very important message to 
tell. We do good things. We 
create life-saving medicines 
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Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”
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But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

IMPACT: HOW ASSOCIATION CEOS CHANGE THE WORLD, FEATURING SUSAN NEELY AND JAY TIMMONS

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

…the only way we're going to 
be able to change hearts and 
minds when it comes to 
getting people excited about 
jobs in manufacturing is to 
take it to them and show 
them what it's all about

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”
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Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”
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Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”
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For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

Four Pillars for an 
Exceptional America: 

  1. Free Enterprise

  2. Competitiveness

  3. Individual Liberty

  4. Equal Opportunity. 

Too o�en one party embraces 
the �rst two, and another 
party embraces the last two, 
and the American people 
want to see all four of them. 
�e business community is 
able to bring all of those 
pillars together; we represent 
all of them.

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”
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better. And I just feel it's 
probably our number one 
responsibility. 

Virginia Governor Ralph Northam 
signs “Jacob’s Law” into effect with 
Jacob on his lap June 25, 2019

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

IMPACT: HOW ASSOCIATION CEOS CHANGE THE WORLD, FEATURING SUSAN NEELY AND JAY TIMMONS

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

IMPACT: HOW ASSOCIATION CEOS CHANGE THE WORLD, FEATURING SUSAN NEELY AND JAY TIMMONS

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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IMPACT: How Association CEOs 
Change the World, featuring Susan 
Neely and Jay Timmons
“As association leaders I believe very strongly we can change the 

world for good—or at least we can have a damn good impact on it,” 

said Susan Neely, CEO of the American Council of Life Insurers1, 

kicking off the conversation at IMPACT: How Association CEOs 

Change the World, a special event where I brought her together with 

Jay Timmons, CEO of National Association of Manufacturers2, to talk 

about how they use their platforms to architect a future that is better 

for their organizations, better for their members’ customers, and 

better for societal concerns that need to be addressed. Both of these 

visionary leaders has a stellar track record in all three areas. 

This document is designed to provide a glimpse into our conversations, and yield CEO strategies and 

tactics gleaned from lessons learned and successes shared by Jay and Susan. I hope you find ideas 

you can apply to your leadership and organization on how to create and influence positive change in the 

world through association leadership.

Seth Kahan

Washington, DC

December 2019

Susan Neely: Finding the leadership opportunity—
and listening to the opposition

When Susan was hired by the American Beverage Association3 back in 2005, there were class action 
lawsuits at the door, essentially blaming the big-name brands like Coca-Cola and 
Pepsi for the obesity trend and related health problems in children, partly due to the 
availability of sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. 

“When people say what was your first charge it was to do something about that,” 
Susan reflects, “just figure something out because what we're doing is not working. 
So, when you try to detangle the problem and all the anxiety, that becomes the first 
step: figuring out where's the leadership opportunity here? And if I had a dollar for 
everybody in the beverage industry who said ‘I wish we'd started sooner’ I could 
have put my kids through college! That started to be the ongoing montage. ‘I wish 

we'd started sooner. I wish we'd started sooner.’ What they had been doing for five years, was to say 
‘These people who are charging us with making kids fat are pointy-headed intellectuals. They don't 
know what they're talking about and we're just going to ignore this.’ So that was the strategy for five 
years. Along with ‘It's free choice in this country. People have choices. We make 
lots of stuff and that's all we're going to do.’

Well, then you start losing state legislative battles which intensifies in this day and 
age when you've got states putting restrictions on how you do business, and it's 
different in Illinois, different in Kentucky, and different in New York and California, 
that becomes its own disaster.”

Susan found that the leadership opportunity was 
in listening to the opposition—the activists and 
extremists—to discover where the truth lay in 
what they were saying, while bringing her own twist of “mom-ness” 
to the table.

“That’s the first goal,” she says. “Be the honest broker and figure out 
what might be true in here. Listen to what’s being said about kids 
consuming too much sugar. Well, I’m a mother, and I know as a 
mother that I want to moderate that. I mean, we don’t have to cave 
to the activists and extremists but maybe we need to listen for a 
kernel of truth in what they are saying.”

Yet introducing a new and potentially disruptive idea to a 
high-powered board of directors would require more than an 
assertion from the new CEO. She would need to bring in data and 
analysis and extensive public opinion research from the very market 
that was most key to their industry: parent decision-makers with kids 
ages K through 12. So, the ABA asked parents: What do you think 
should be offered in schools? What do you think of our products?

“A whole lot of work went into this. Because, of course, you're 
dealing with some of the marketing geniuses of the world,” says 
Susan, “so they don't just let you go off and do this on your own. 
You’ve got to do it in tandem with them.”

“But to boil it down, the wisdom was there. The moms said, I think my kid should have a Coke or Pepsi 
at the soccer game when I'm doling it out. Or at the birthday party or at the zoo when we're having a 
fun time. I want there to be a lot of restrictions for my young kids: elementary school, middle school 
because I don't think they can make a decision on their own. So, we really don't want anything offered 
there except water and milk. And then for our high school kids, we 
think they should learn how to make a choice. And this is where I 
heard this comment over and over, If my 17-year-old was only 
drinking a Coke, I'd be really happy! You get this sort of wisdom of 
mothers like, Hooray. That would be the good news.”

“And they said, For our older kids, we'd rather have them learn to 
make some choices but less calories would be good. So, we think 
diet soft drinks. We think smaller portions of tea with some 
sweetener in it. We think smaller portions of Gatorade would make 
sense. And that was the wisdom that formed the basis of our first 
voluntary commitment.”

It took a lot of work beyond that to convince the CEOs at the big 
beverage companies that this was the right way to go, but ultimately 
Susan challenged them to go home and ask their wives what they 
would want. “When the wives said, Yeah, we think this is a really 
good idea, and the women within inside those companies started to 
speak and say it was a good idea—that’s how we got to a voluntary commitment.”

Yet a voluntary commitment was just a wish, a want, a promise. It was not enough—and certainly not 
enough for the class action plaintiffs to trust that the ABA would take significant action to minimize 

sugar content in school beverages. What that voluntary commitment 
did do, however, was capture the attention of President Clinton with 
his Healthy Schools Initiative4. The class action leaders backed down, 
but the ABA still laid it all on the line.

As Susan recalls, “We had to sign a paper putting those trademarks 
on the line, some of the most valued trademarks in the world. We 
had to do it in three school years. We had to have a public report 
every year… and we had to do it. And as became the watchword on 
our board, ‘Failure is not an option!’ If we don’t do this, we’ll be in 
worse shape than if we never committed to it.”

Things went along pretty well for a few years, but old hostilities 
started to bubble up. “We started telling 

people on Capitol Hill, Well, we did this in schools and we’re a very 
responsible industry, but nobody knew about it. If you don’t tell your story, 
other people fill the narrative. You have to go out there, particularly when 
activists tend to be able to co-opt the free media and social media much 
more easily than we can.”

Susan was able to work with other leaders at ABA to convince marketing 
leads from Coke and Pepsi to put their trademarks and products on the air 
together for the greater good in a unified message about a commitment to 
less sugar and greater health for kids and all Americans. The story continued 
as the Obamas moved into the White House and Michelle Obama introduced the Let’s Move5 program. 

Susan recognized the need to do something meaningful ahead of public scrutiny of the beverage 
industry. The outcome was a commitment to putting calorie labels on the front of every can and bottle. 

“I think over the course of those 13-plus years we were at it, these things worked very well. So that 
takes me back to where we started, and I believe now there are some things that can be taken from 
that and applied to this objective of changing the world.”

Jay Timmons: Business as a force for good

Jay draws inspiration from Susan Neely and many others in the association space and along the way 
who are changing the world for the better, and he is a firm believer in business as a 
force for good. 

“We’re under assault right now like every other institution in the world and we have 
more of a responsibility to protect the institution that we represent than ever before. 
And why is that important? It’s important because of what our country represents. 
Our country is the light for the world, and not only today and in previous years, but 
for the future as well. 

We know that trust in government and government officials and in certain parts of 
our economy is waning, but business overall has a very important message to tell. We do good things. 
We create life-saving medicines and devices. We make it possible for people to live in their own home. 
We make our standards of living much stronger and better and so we 
have an obligation to protect that.”

Creating the future of the manufacturing workforce

One way the National Association of Manufacturers continues to 
change the world is by leading the charge to find talented workers in 
the manufacturing sector where there are 469,000 job openings. At 
the NAM the campaign is called Creators Wanted6: a massive 
communications and outreach undertaking to reach not just young 
graduates who would never have thought of a career in 
manufacturing but also their parents who might have outdated 
notions of what manufacturing is. 

“We do a quarterly economic survey7 that we’ve been doing for 20 
years,” Jay explains. “We measure opinions on 
various issues. As you might guess, workforce 
shortages are at the top of the list for 
manufacturers. It's been there every single 
quarter for the last three years. 68 percent of our 
manufacturers say that that is the number one 
issue that they're facing right now, and they want 
something done about it.”

Jay explains how the NAM is responding to its 
members with a very aggressive capital campaign, the largest activity of this type the association has 
done outside of its normal structure. “What we're going to be doing is going to 18 states, that’s the 
minimum (though I really want that to be 25 to 30 states) with a mobile, hands-on experience tour to 
give young people a sense of what modern manufacturing is all about.”

Sharing his own passion for manufacturing that started as a child, Jay remembers hearing about his 
grandfather standing in line during the Great Depression. “He stood in line for six months waiting for a 
job in a dirty, dark and dangerous facility. And they probably gave him the job because they were tired 
of seeing him standing in line every single day! That perseverance paid off for him. Can you imagine that 
happening today with young people today? He was in that facility for 40 years, and he took our family 
into the middle class. 

“So, I owed a lot to it, but my dad didn't feel that way. My dad knew he didn't want a job in 
manufacturing. My grandparents didn't want my dad to have a job in manufacturing. They wanted him 
to have something better. My dad entered into the emerging new field of retail, and that was the 
promise, that was the future.”

When it was Jay’s turn to go out into the world, his parents in turn discouraged him from retail. “’We 
don't want you to go into retail. We want you to do something better,’” says Jay, “So I was the first in 
my family to go to college. They wanted me to be a lawyer. If you all know me, you'll realize how funny 
that really is. I'm actually a college drop-out because I didn't want to spend my time there. I wanted to 
get here, and I wanted to get into politics and be a part of the Reagan Revolution, which I never was. 
But I was involved in the political process here in town. And that passion for policy was really what 
positioned me in this job.”

“My message to young people is follow your passion. But you can't 
follow your passion if you don't what all the options are, if you don't 
know what modern manufacturing is really all about and you don't 
know about the opportunity. When I speak to groups of young 
people and college students, I always ask the question, How many of 
you in here have thought about a career in manufacturing? I spoke to 
a group of 1,000 students at Kansas University, does anybody want 
to hazard a guess how many hands went up out of 1,000?”

Jay pauses for response, then inserts the answer: “Zero. Not one 
hand out of 1,000 college kids soon to graduate had an eye on 
manufacturing as a career opportunity.” 

But then he posed, Who in this audience wants to be the person 
who is responsible for creating the next great invention that 
completely changes the world for the better? When every single hand 
went up, Jay continued, Then you want to be a manufacturer, you 
want to create, you want to build.

Getting the next generation on board 
“I had so many of them coming up to me afterward saying, I didn't 
know that was what manufacturing was. I had no idea. Because 
today manufacturing is not dirty, it's not dark, it's not dangerous. It's 
very clean, it's very sleek, it's very technology-driven, and it changes 
the world, it changes the world for the better. So that's our message 
as we go out to these states. We're getting young people involved to 

be able to see what it's all about. How does the manufacturing process work? What would their jobs be 
like, not just for the first year they're there, but 30 years in? How will it change over time? It will be 
different every single day. You will be challenged every day that you work in manufacturing, and in a 
good way.”

But it’s not just the kids that Jay is trying to get on board with this vision. Only 27 percent of parents 
would recommend a job in manufacturing as a career choice. The goal of the Creators Wanted 
campaign is to get that number up to 50 percent—and to get about a quarter of a million young people 
to come through the doors of the manufacturing industry by 2025.

“Over the next decade, manufacturers will need to fill 4.6 million jobs, 2.4 million of which could go 
unfilled due to a lack of skilled workers,” Jay continues. “This country cannot compete, cannot lead the 
world economically if we have 2.5 million jobs that are not filled in what is the most productive sector of 
the economy. Other countries will clean our plate, and they’ll do it very quickly and handily. So, another 

goal of our campaign is to reduce that number by 600,000 open positions.”

The way the NAM is going about this is with a 
best-in-class advocacy team on the Hill as well 
as advocacy for its member priorities out in the 
real world, “Outside the beltway, if you will,” Jay 
says, “the only way they're going to buy in is if 
their constituents are telling them it's a priority. 
And the only way we're going to be able to 
change hearts and minds when it comes to 

getting people excited about jobs in manufacturing is to take it to 
them and show them what it's all about. It means getting 
manufacturing workers, their families, and the general public involved 
in the issues that we care about, making sure they talk to members 
of Congress as well. We also have a communications team that is 
taking advantage of every channel that exists today and exploring 
every other new channel that's out there. When I took over this job 
there were three people in communications and now there are 26—so you can tell where our resources 
are going.”

Susan Neely: Taking ABA lessons learned to ACLI

The charge to Susan in her role with ACLI was based on the conclusion that as an industry, life 
insurance is not well-valued in Congress. “People don’t know what our value proposition is,” she 

explains. “And we don’t have the influence and ability to have an impact that's 
commensurate with being an important sector of the American economy. That was 
sort of it in a nutshell.”

“And to figure something out, they told me. You figured it out for those people 
selling sugar water. Can you figure something out for us?’ That was literally said. 
And the answer is, ‘Absolutely,’ but you have to think about it. How we think about 
ourselves, and how we talk about ourselves, and how we engage has to be 
different.”

One thing Susan says she learned from her colleagues when she was working in Homeland Security is 
that people rally around things with a name. When it comes to thought leadership, she says 
emphatically, “You need to have a lofty name to get people to rally.” A name like Grand Challenge8, for 
example. For the ACLI this meant adopting the organization’s For Position, as opposed to a position 
that is against something.

“We didn't know what the heck this thought leadership platform of ours was going to be, but the idea of 
it sounded pretty good. We needed a thought leadership platform to figure out what our value 
proposition is and to be able to articulate it. So that's what we began with a year ago. Our thought 
leadership platform—our For Position—has some key elements in terms of what I felt was important. 
Anything that we take a stand on has to include three components:

 1. Business interests. Our business priorities and concerns. I mean, we represent these 
members, and we know what they're concerned with and care about. 

 2. Consumer interests. We also have to think about what consumers need, as it relates to us.

 3. Societal needs. The societal issues that are germane to our industry that policymakers are 
trying to solve.

“And what's the sweet spot? That's our position. Pick a topic. Our position has to include all of those 
things. So, our nomenclature, our shorthand now, is we have to have a For Position. Not just what 
we're against and why this proposed legislation would be harmful to the insurance industry, or how this 
is going to hurt the people you represent. Instead it will be how this will help the people you represent. 
And, this will help you address the societal needs. 

“People do not come to Washington or to the capital in Richmond or Annapolis wanting to worry about 
technical issues that relate to our industries or our professions. They come because they want to solve 
the retirement savings gap. Because they want to figure out how we can pay for caregiving and have 
some wage replacement when people are taking time off to have a baby or care for an elderly parent. 
That's what people get elected to do—and put up with all the bullshit they have to put up with. So 
that's how we need to think and that's what we're for. 

“It's funny how powerful that notion is of thought leadership. Because we made it clear it's not a 
campaign. It's a way of doing business. I literally have a slide that says, ‘Thought leadership equals 
BAU: Business As Usual.’ And it's amazing how powerful the nomenclature is internally. Now you hear 
the words used by others. What is our For Position on this issue? And we have our Venn diagram that 
guides everything now.”

Stepping into the breach: Beyond the Venn diagram

Arriving at a For Position was just the start. “Then it’s, how do you inculcate this as a way of doing 
business deep into the association?” Susan poses. “So we've had organizational development work, as 
it relates to having the staff on this. We have 1200 people serving on committees, that's a lot of 
member engagement, which we all know is a good thing— provided it's channeled and it's convincingly 

constructive with actionable recommendations, not paralysis. 

“And so, we have in here, too, the next wave of engagement. Have the committees 
all embraced it? It's a committee of actuaries, committee of economists, 
committees of tax policy directors, technical experts; helping them think about the 
power of having For Positions. Yes, we need you to tell us what's wrong with this 
piece of legislation or this recommendation as it relates to business, but it has to be 
connected to a For Position. We’re applying it in a very systematic way.”

At ABA as well as at ACLI Susan helped identify issues whose time had come, that 
had “ripened.” Paid family leave is that issue where she sees herself in a position to help achieve social 
change that is supportive of people’s personal liberties. As moms who’ve worked for large employers 
know, when you take time out to have a baby, it’s under a short-term disability policy that provides 
income replacement while the mother is out on leave. 

“47 percent of private-sector workers are covered by short-term disability policies through their 
employers. And the number one benefit paid is maternity benefits. So, we have people talking about it 
on Capitol Hill and in the states trying to figure out, How do we make this more of a program that can 
be expanded to more people? And while we don't have all the answers, who knows more about it than 
us? So that's how you connect the dots for your board.

“The life insurance industry has knowledge about risk management and how this actually works, and all 
of this needs to be shared with Congress and those that are developing the ideas in the Ways and 
Means Committee and the Finance Committee. And maybe we could 
think about some more things that would be helpful, that could 
incentivize the private sector to expand paid family medical leave 
through the private market. We know the product doesn't exist yet, 
but maybe it could. Maybe we need a little innovation group to go off 
and think about that,” Susan spins out thought leadership in mid-air 
and you can see why the ACLI wanted her to do for them what she 
did for the ABA.

“It’s a different way of thinking for the Board, but they really got it. 
They also recognize that it's an equity builder. If you want to be a 
problem-solver, let's be the ones with the answers and ideas for the 
Chair of the Ways and Means Committee and the Chair of the 
Finance Committee who, by the way, are also dealing with retirement 
security legislation, and also deal with life insurance tax legislation 
and issues related to that. 

“This is how you make yourself relevant, right? You have ideas. And 
you have innovation. And you step into the breach. I couldn't've asked for a better issue to be relevant. 
And I'll admit, it's also one that I think is just important for America.”

Susan happens to be in stride with millennial small business-owners as well as millennial employees 
who see paid parental leave as a “right”—not just a company benefit—and as such should extend to 
fathers and adopting parents and same-sex couples. “So, we can do better as a country and we 
should step up as an industry. But we have some standing that nobody else has. That's why I'm so 
enthusiastic about this issue because it helps policymakers see us in a different way as an industry as 
opposed to, ‘Oh, those nice life-insurance people.’ Like, ‘Whoa.’ No. We’re the ones here with the 
ideas that are going to change the world."

Jay Timmons: Association core value plays out personally and publicly

“As we developed core values for the NAM we articulated Four Pillars for an Exceptional America: Free 
Enterprise, Competitiveness, Individual Liberty, and Equal Opportunity. And the message, which has 

been consistent since that time, is that we need policymakers to embrace all four 
pillars in order to maintain an exceptional America. 

“Too often one party embraces the first two, and another party embraces the last 
two, and the American people want to see all four of them. The business 
community is able to bring all of those pillars 
together; we represent all of them.”

Individual liberty is one pillar that resonates 
soundly with Jay who for the last four years 

found himself in the highly public role, not only as the NAM CEO 
championing personal freedom, but also as a gay married man and 
father, standing for equality under the law. 

Jay and his husband, Rick, were instrumental in having a law passed 
in the state of Virginia ensuring the parental rights of children born 
through surrogacy to same-sex couples and single parents. The 
signing of “Jacob’s Law” by the Governor of Virginia at their son 
Jacob’s preschool was the culmination of a four-year journey Jay 
never expected to embark on in the public spotlight.

Already the parents of two girls, the couple awaited the birth of baby 
Jacob via a surrogate in Wisconsin. After being legally conferred 

parental rights by the Circuit Court, Jay and Rick 
expected a brief ministerial process after Jacob 
was born. Instead they got a different judge who 
opened the case back up, didn’t seem to like the 
look of their family, and took away their parental 
rights. 

For months they had to fight to get their parental 
rights back and the judge ultimately ruled illegally 
and discriminatorily against them, branding their 

child a ward of the state and Jay and Rick as “human traffickers.” 

“Jacob was born after the U.S. Supreme Court guaranteed marriage equality for same sex couples.  
Our parental rights were conferred by a Circuit Court judge in Wisconsin before his birth.  But because 
those rights are not permanent until after the child is born, another judge swooped into the uncontested 
case and suspended our rights.”

For a period of time, the child was in limbo, with no rights, no protections of family, no inheritance rights. 
After a year of hell, including a mandatory stint in Wisconsin and many sleepless nights wondering if 
their son was going to be taken away from them (one saving grace being they were never separated 
from him physically),  not to mention $100,000 in mandatory fees to the guardian ad litem, the judge 
abruptly resigned. A new judge took their case and immediately 
restored their parental rights. 

Although they could have walked away right then and there, they 
couldn’t let this happen to another family. “It’s one of the reasons we 
chose to make our case very public,” says Jay. “It’s critically 
important that association leaders use our platforms to try to change 
the world for the better, and sometimes that means stepping out 
onto a limb. I didn't want to be the guy marching down Pennsylvania 
Avenue with a rainbow flag. That is not who I am.”

 “But somehow, I was put in a position where I had to do that, to help 
others. And I think we have a special responsibility, given these jobs 
that we have, that put us in positions of great influence, in rooms that 
we never thought we would be in before, to try to change things for 
the better. And I just feel it's probably our number one responsibility.”

From the board room to the halls of Congress

Jay is quick to mention that throughout the process he talked to his 
board members about what was going on. At meetings, he’d give his 
report about the health of the organization and the NAM initiatives 
followed by a five-minute overview of what he and Rick had been 
going through. 

“I wasn’t getting their buy-in. I wasn’t asking their permission. But, I 
was making sure they understood what was happening every step of 

the way, every time we had a setback, or every 
time we had a win, I'd let them know that. It 
humanized it, but it also made them part of the solution. 

One board member in particular introduced Jay to a member of the Virginia House 
of Delegates, thinking they’d have things in common, and it turned out to be “one 
of the most fortuitous meetings I’ve ever had,” says Jay, of Democrat Rip Sullivan, 
who happened to be Jay’s delegate. 

They met at Starbucks and shared about their families. When Delegate Sullivan 
heard the Jacob story, his jaw dropped, “That can’t happen in the United States.” 
To which Jay explained, indeed it can. That was May 2018. In December that year, 
Jay got a call from Sullivan saying he’d introduced HB 19799 providing parental 
rights for children born through surrogacy for same-sex couples and single 
parents—the bill that set in motion the enactment of Jacob’s Law. 

“We invited everyone who had contacted legislators in support of the bill to attend the bill signing. 800 
were invited and 200 attended.”

One of the lessons for Jay throughout the process, he says, was “how ‘human’ human beings are.” The 
decision to go public with their case took a lot of courage because his job was high-profile and because 
of the controversiality of the issues involved. “When you’re in a situation where you’re scared to death 
that your child is going to be taken away from you, you wonder who your friends are. But this crossed 
all the philosophical lines, all the partisan lines.”

To see this in action, let’s go to Air Force Two in March of 2019. Vice President Pence had just spoken 
to the NAM board in Phoenix and invited Jay to return back to DC with him on the vice president’s 
plane. Rick and the kids took him to the airport where Pence spoke with them. “I joined the vice 
president on Air Force Two and used some of the time to talk about our family situation. I spent some 
time updating him on our journey. He knew the story already, but I told him about our work to enact 
Jacob’s Law.”

“At another event, I was with the vice president on Monday,” said. “he turned around, as he always 
does, and asked how my family’s doing, how’s Jacob, everything okay? Humanity. Across all lines.” 

Jay continues, “It’s important that we figure out how we’re going to advance the interests of our 
members, that we’re seen as credible messengers for them. It's also important to have a bright line on 
certain things. 

“For me, my bright line is children. So, I have absolutely no problem speaking out about the fact that it’s 
inhumane to put children in cages at the border, delivering this message to the highest levels of 
government – from the White House to Congress. And by the way, my members feel the same way 
because they’re trying to make sure that they have safe communities, that they have vibrant 
communities, that they're pulling their communities together.”

COMMENTS FROM THE AUDENCE

CEO participant:

At the core of this there is authenticity—you’re an authentic spokesman for the 
industry, an authentic leader and you’re not playing games here. And if you risked 
something, so what? You’re being authentic. 

It’s kind of hard for a board to fight with authenticity. And that’s what you get with 
the vice president. Regardless of what we all think of whether he used it or took it 
or did something with it, you were authentic. 

If I can just take this down to a practical and pragmatic level, millennials are 
completely authentic. What you see is what you get. They’re going to tell you what they think and 
they’re going to act on their feelings, which I actually find really refreshing. They bring their authentic 
selves to work, to school, to church, to community activities every single day. 

Our members understand that they've got to figure this out. And so, it's up to all of us to live our 
authentic lives as well, to bring our authentic selves to work every day, encourage our teams to bring 
their authentic selves to work every day. Because for one thing, it really helps people relate to each 
other. But I think our members are looking for that and trying to figure out how they're going to deal with 
the fact that the millennials are going to be the majority of the workforce.

Seth:

“In fact this is what leadership looks like. This willingness to step out and have your 
light shine brightly. I was attracted to that light in you, Jay, before we ever started 
talking in an association context, I was following the Jacob story and it really pulled 
me to you. Leadership does that. It magnetizes and it pulls people out.”

Susan, I also want to say that when you were speaking about ABA, you said you 
reached a point where you realized if you failed, it was going to be horrible. The 
cost was going to be steep. So, risk is not just when we have a personal 
investment, as Jay expressed, but when you make a commitment to a grand 
challenge you are putting yourself out there. 

I remember working with the CEO of the American Nurses Association when we created Healthy Nurse 
Healthy Nation to measurably improve the health of America's nurses. 1% of America is a nurse, right? 
Four million nurses. There was a point where we had reached such momentum. We had investors, we 
were working with the U.S. Army, Harvard Medical School had come in, CVS had come in. And then 
there was a cold shock that went through the American Nurses Association. One of the vice presidents 
said, "This is the most exciting thing I've ever worked on. And I'm terrified, terrified that we'll fail." And 
so, learning how to mediate your own risk is a leadership skill to develop so that it doesn't inhibit you 
when the risk analysis says, this is the right time —from stepping out into the light or out onto a limb 
when it's deserving.

CEO participant:

There will be times when things don’t work, and you’ll have to lead your team through failure as well. So 
how do you make sure that failure is not the end of the line for the organization or for the mission? I 
think it’s healthy to anticipate when you have a grand challenge and everybody’s working at full capacity 
that there’ll be a stumble. But I’d rather they were looking at the value of victory or the value of turning 
the tide and less worry about failure. Because it’s going to happen.

CEO participant:

What I'm struggling with is that intersection, that Venn diagram where those social issues play into our 
roles as leaders. Sometimes we have to our staff members—which is an immediate thing—when you're 
dealing with something like a mass shooting, our staffs are affected by that, and you have to deal with 
that. When do we step up, and when do we let something jarring like that go by?

Susan: 

“Right, and do we as leaders have a responsibility? Those of us who represent companies, especially 
consumer brands, are being asked that. What’s your position on gun control? What’s your position on 
such-and-such social issue? And so, these are active conversations being had inside the C Suites. 

Of course, it gets intensified with corporate campaigns where you don’t do something and then they 
attack your brand for not doing that thing, and so—what’s right? Is that going to spill over to us, as 
association leaders, so that we need to be taking positions as an association? 

Does that give you safety in numbers for your members? What if the whole association is taking a 
position on gun control?  Is that going to hurt our issues before the Ways and Means Committee? Or 
does that help protect the brands that we represent because they now have safety in their association? 
I don’t know the answer to that. But I think those questions are coming to us. And it certainly makes 
sense for us to be exploring them now. 

Thank you to Susan Neely and Jay Timmons for their enthusiasm and time spent preparing 
for this session. These kinds of conversations rely on the personal investment by leaders who 
are very busy and reflect the care and concern they have for the topic, and opening up a 
forum for their colleagues to think together.

For more information on future events, send an email to Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com
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