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THE QUESTION THAT STARTED IT ALL

Presidents’ Day invites reflection upon the extraordinary individuals who shaped the American
experiment: George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and the broader generation
who risked everything for American Independence. Perhaps more importantly, this day invites reflection
upon the principles they sought to establish. This year, a friend’s question prompted me to examine those
principles with fresh eyes and to consider what they might teach contemporary leaders about
organizational design, institutional resilience, and the often-unexamined assumptions upon which our
enterprises depend.

Dan Acquisto posed a deceptively simple inquiry on Facebook: What if the American founders had
produced an explicit Vision, Mission, and Values statement at the nation’s founding? And perhaps more
provocatively, could Americans today even agree upon a single mission statement were they to attempt
the exercise anew?

For those of us who advise business owners and organizational leaders, the question carries particular
resonance. We routinely counsel clients on the importance of articulating clear vision, mission, and values,
treating these as foundational to strategic alignment, cultural cohesion, and long-term institutional health.
We guide them through succession planning, helping them prepare not just the next CEO but the entire
organization for transitions of leadership. Yet how often do we examine the most successful such exercise
in American history? The founders, after all, built an enterprise that has endured for nearly 250 years,
survived existential crises, and scaled from thirteen coastal colonies to a continental superpower.
Whatever else we might say about their framework, it has demonstrated remarkable durability.

It occurred to me that while the founders never assembled their principles into the tidy corporate format
we've come to expect from modern organizations, they were remarkably articulate about their
aspirations, purposes, and principles. From Thomas Paine’s Common Sense through the Articles of
Confederation to the United States Constitution and Bill of Rights, the raw material for exactly such a
synthesis lies abundantly scattered across their collective documentary corpus, including the Federalist
and Anti-Federalist papers, Washington’s Farewell Address, and other foundational texts of the American
Republic.
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What follows is my attempt to extract from the founding documentary record precisely such a synthesis: a
Vision, Mission, and Values statement grounded in the founders’ own words. The endeavor proved both
more tractable and more complicated than | initially anticipated. More tractable, because the founders
left us extraordinary clarity regarding what they hoped to build. More complicated, because they also
embedded within their framework tensions and dependencies that subsequent generations of American
democracy have inherited without clear guidance for their resolution. These tensions, as we shall see,
carry profound implications for anyone charged with building institutions designed to outlast their
founders, whether that person serves as a corporate CEO, a nonprofit executive, or the steward of a multi-
generational family enterprise. The founders’ approach to long-term sustainability merits careful study.

THE FOUNDERS' VISION, MISSION, AND VALUES

Before examining the documentary evidence in detail, let me present the synthesis itself. Each statement
below distills the founding principles into language contemporary leaders will recognize, grounded in
direct textual evidence from the founding documents. Leaders accustomed to crafting such statements
for their own organizations will recognize the structure; what may prove instructive is the sophistication
with which the founders addressed competing imperatives and built flexibility into their framework.
These American values, properly understood, offer more than historical interest; they provide a template
for institutional design that has proven remarkably durable.

Vision: To establish a republic of ordered liberty, a “more perfect Union” of self-governing citizens whose
unalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are secured by constitutional institutions designed
to prevent tyranny, channel competing interests toward the common good, and transmit the blessings of freedom
to posterity.

Mission: To secure the unalienable rights of the people through a government of enumerated powers:
establishing justice, ensuring domestic tranquility, providing for common defense, promoting general welfare, and
securing liberty’s blessings, while constraining government through separation of powers, federalism, and
constitutional limits that oblige it to control itself.

Core Values:

1. Natural and Unalienable Rights. Rights are inherent to humanity, endowed by the Creator, and cannot
be legitimately surrendered or taken by government.

2. Consent of the Governed and Popular Sovereignty. Government derives its just powers from the
people, who remain the ultimate source of political authority.

3. Rule of Law and Constitutionalism. Written fundamental law, superior to ordinary legislation, binds
governors and governed alike through impartial, prospective application.

4. Separation of Powers and Checks and Balances. Ambition must counteract ambition; divided
authority prevents tyrannical concentration of power.

5. Federalism. A compound republic dividing sovereignty between national and state governments
provides double security for the rights of the people.

6. Civic Virtue and Republican Citizenship. Self-government requires an informed, moral citizenry
capable of placing common good above factional interest.

7. Religious Freedom and Liberty of Conscience. The mind is free; no person shall suffer on account of
religious opinions or belief.



THE VISION: A REPUBLIC OF ORDERED LIBERTY

What did George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and their compatriots
envision as the ultimate purpose of the American Revolution? The answer emerges with remarkable
consistency across their writings: a republic of ordered liberty, a self-governing people securing their
natural rights through constitutional institutions designed simultaneously to prevent tyranny and to
enable human flourishing.

The phrase “a more perfect Union” from the United States Constitution’s Preamble captures this aspiration
with remarkable economy. The document’s stated purpose is to “secure the Blessings of Liberty to
ourselves and our Posterity.” Note what this formulation implies: liberty is a blessing to be secured, not a
license to be exercised without constraint. The founders conceived of freedom not as the absence of all
restraint but as a structured condition requiring institutional architecture for its preservation.

Business leaders will recognize this tension immediately. Organizational freedom (the autonomy that
enables innovation, initiative, and engagement) requires structure to be sustainable. Unconstrained
autonomy produces chaos; excessive constraint produces stagnation. The founders’ genius lay in
designing institutions that balanced these competing imperatives.

Madison expressed this understanding in Federalist No. 51 when he described a government that must
“first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself” The
genius of this formulation lies in its recognition that liberty requires both effective government and
effective limits on that government. Every organizational leader faces an analogous challenge: building
structures powerful enough to accomplish their mission yet constrained enough to prevent abuse and
mission drift.

The Declaration of Independence established the philosophical foundation upon which this vision rested:
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of
Happiness.” This passage establishes something crucial: rights precede government. They are “endowed
by their Creator,” not granted by the state. Government does not create rights but exists to secure rights
that possess prior and independent existence.

Washington's Farewell Address (a document worthy of particular reflection on this Presidents’ Day)
articulated the civic dimension of this vision: “The unity of government which constitutes you one people
is also now dear to you. It is a main pillar in the edifice of your real independence, the support of your
tranquility at home, your peace abroad, of your safety, of your prosperity, of that very liberty which you
so highly prize.” Washington understood that union and liberty are not in tension but in mutual
dependence. The union itself secures liberty. His leadership style, characterized by voluntary
relinquishment of power, established precedents that would shape the American presidency for
generations.

Perhaps the most audacious element of the founding vision was Madison’s extended republic theory in

Federalist No. 10. Classical political theory had long maintained that republics could flourish only in small,
homogeneous communities. Madison turned this conventional wisdom on its head: “Extend the sphere,
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he argued, “and you take in a greater variety of parties and interests; you make it less probable that a
majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens.” The vision was of a
continental republic wherein diversity itself protects liberty, providing “a republican remedy for the
diseases most incident to republican government.”

For contemporary leaders, Madison’s insight carries profound implications. Diversity of perspective,
properly channeled, strengthens rather than weakens institutional decision-making. The key lies in
designing structures that harness competing viewpoints toward common purposes rather than allowing
them to fragment into destructive factionalism.

THE MISSION: SECURING RIGHTS THROUGH LIMITED GOVERNMENT

If the vision describes the what (the aspirational end-state), the mission describes the how. The founders
conceived government as fundamentally instrumental: it exists to secure rights, not as an end in itself.
This represents a decisive departure from political philosophies that regarded the state as the highest
expression of human community.

The Declaration articulates this understanding: “That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted
among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.” Government is both
derivative (originating from the people) and limited (existing only to secure pre-existing rights).

The Constitution’s Preamble operationalizes this mission through six stated purposes: to form a more
perfect Union; to establish Justice; to ensure domestic Tranquility; to provide for the common defense; to
promote the general Welfare; and to secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity. These
purposes are neither unlimited nor self-interpreting. They must be read in light of the structural
constraints the Constitution subsequently establishes.

Madison in Federalist No. 51 identified the ultimate aim: “Justice is the end of government. It is the end of
civil society. It ever has been and ever will be pursued until it be obtained, or until liberty be lost in the
pursuit.” That final clause deserves attention. Madison recognized that liberty itself may be forfeited in an
imprudent pursuit of justice. The mission requires balance.

The Constitution achieves this balance through three structural mechanisms that every organizational
architect should study. First, enumerated powers: Article | grants Congress only those authorities
specifically listed, the organizational equivalent of a clearly defined scope of authority. Second, separation
of powers: legislative, executive, and judicial functions are vested in three distinct branches, analogous to
the separation between governance, management, and compliance functions in well-designed
organizations. This separation ensures that business process flows include appropriate checkpoints and
that no single function accumulates unchecked authority. Third, federalism: authority is divided between
the national government and the several states, a model for balancing centralized coordination with
distributed autonomy.

Hamilton advanced a provocative argument in Federalist No. 84: “the Constitution is itself, in every rational
sense, and to every useful purpose, A BILL OF RIGHTS.” Its very structure limits government more
fundamentally than any enumeration of prohibitions. Madison elaborated on this “double security” in
Federalist No. 51: “The power surrendered by the people is first divided between two distinct
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governments, and then the portion allotted to each subdivided among distinct and separate departments.
Hence a double security arises to the rights of the people.”

The leadership principle here is profound: structure constrains more effectively than policy. Well-
designed organizational architecture makes certain abuses structurally difficult rather than merely
prohibited. The founders understood that rules can be circumvented, but properly designed institutions
create accountability through mutual oversight.

The Tenth Amendment codifies this principle: “The powers not delegated to the United States by the
Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people”
Federal power is exceptional and must be affirmatively granted; state and popular authority is residual
and presumptive.

THE VALUES: SEVEN PRINCIPLES FROM THE DOCUMENTARY RECORD

Across the founding documents, seven core principles emerge with sufficient consistency to warrant
designation as foundational values. Each reflects genuine consensus among the founders, though as we’'ll
see, significant debates occurred about their implementation. This serves as a reminder that alignment on
values does not preclude vigorous disagreement about application.

1. Natural and Unalienable Rights

The Declaration of Independence (adopted by the Continental Congress on what would become
Independence Day, July 4, 1776) grounds rights in human nature and divine endowment: “endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights.” The term “unalienable” is crucial. These rights cannot be
surrendered, forfeited, or legitimately taken. They inhere in humanity as such. The phrase “among these
are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” indicates the enumeration is exemplary, not exhaustive.

The Ninth Amendment preserves this understanding: “The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain
rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage others retained by the people.” Jefferson’s Virginia
Statute (building on the tradition of the Declaration of Rights) declared religious liberty among “the
natural rights of mankind” and warned that any repeal “will be an infringement of natural right.”

2. Consent of the Governed

The Declaration establishes that governments derive “their just powers from the consent of the
governed.” The Constitution opens with “We the People” (not “We the States” or “We the Rulers”),
establishing popular sovereignty as the foundation of governmental legitimacy.

Madison in Federalist No. 39 defined republican government as one “which derives all its powers directly
or indirectly from the great body of the people,” meaning “the great body of the society, not from an
inconsiderable proportion, or a favored class of it.” For organizational leaders, this principle translates into
the recognition that sustainable authority ultimately rests on the consent and engagement of those being
led.



3.Rule of Law

The Constitution established written fundamental law superior to ordinary legislation. Article VI declares
the Constitution “the supreme Law of the Land.” The prohibition on bills of attainder and ex post facto
laws embeds the principle that law must be general, prospective, and impartially applied.

The Fifth Amendment’s due process protections (“nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without
due process of law”) establish procedural safeguards against arbitrary government action. In
organizational terms: policies must apply consistently, changes should operate prospectively, and
procedures must exist for fair adjudication of disputes.

4. Separation of Powers

The Constitution vests legislative, executive, and judicial powers in three separate branches. Madison in
Federalist No. 51 explained the rationale with characteristic insight: “Ambition must be made to
counteract ambition. The interest of the man must be connected with the constitutional rights of the
place”

This principle (that institutional design should harness self-interest rather than merely constrain it)
represents perhaps the founders’ most enduring contribution to organizational theory. The celebrated
“angels” passage captures the constitutional realism pervading the founding documents: “If men were
angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal
controls on government would be necessary.” The founders designed for humanity as it is, not as utopian
philosophy might wish it to be. Wise organizational leaders do the same.

5. Federalism

Madison in Federalist No. 39 characterized the Constitution as “neither a national nor a federal
Constitution, but a composition of both.” The House represents the people directly (national principle);
the Senate represents states equally (federal principle). The Constitution creates neither a consolidated
nation-state nor a mere league of sovereign states, but a novel compound partaking of both characters.

The Anti-Federalists, including Patrick Henry and others who had championed the Revolutionary War,
advocated this principle with particular vigor. Brutus warned that under the Supremacy Clause, “the
constitution and laws of every state are nullified and declared void, so far as they are or shall be
inconsistent with this constitution.” Their advocacy produced constitutional limits on federal power, most
notably the Bill of Rights itself.

For organizational leaders, federalism offers a model for balancing central coordination with distributed
autonomy, a perennial challenge in scaling enterprises. The founders’ solution was neither pure
centralization nor pure decentralization, but a carefully calibrated division of authority based on the
nature of the function being performed. This principle proves particularly relevant when cultivating
organizational culture across multiple divisions or locations, where some consistency serves the whole
while local adaptation serves particular needs.

6. Civic Virtue
Washington’s Farewell Address emphasized that republican government presupposes virtuous citizens:
“Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are



indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism who should labor to
subvert these great pillars of human happiness.”’

The Northwest Ordinance declared: “Religion, morality, and knowledge, being necessary to good
government and the happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be
encouraged.” The founders understood that self-governance requires a particular kind of citizen, one
formed by institutions the government itself does not control.

This insight carries profound implications for organizational leadership. Every institution depends upon
cultural formation occurring outside its direct control, in families, communities, educational institutions,
and religious organizations. Leaders who assume such formation will continue automatically may discover
too late that their organizations depend upon cultural capital they are not replenishing. The business
needs of today require not only technical competence but employees formed in habits of integrity,
collaboration, and long-term thinking.

7. Religious Freedom

The First Amendment prohibits both establishment and interference with free exercise: “Congress shall
make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.’
Jefferson’s Virginia Statute provided the fullest philosophical statement: “Almighty God hath created the
mind free; that all attempts to influence it by temporal punishment, or burthens, or by civil
incapacitations, tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness.”

Jefferson recorded that the Virginia legislature explicitly rejected attempts to narrow the statute’s scope
by inserting “Jesus Christ” into the preamble, “in proof that they meant to comprehend, within the mantle
of its protection, the Jew and the Gentile, the Christian and Mahometan, the Hindoo and Infidel of every
denomination.” This expansive understanding would prove to have implications the founders may not
have fully anticipated.

THE UNRESOLVED DEPENDENCY: WHAT THE FOUNDERS ASSUMED BUT DIDN'T SECURE
Here we arrive at what | consider the most important (and least discussed) aspect of the founding
framework, and the insight most directly relevant to contemporary organizational leaders. The founders’
political philosophy rests upon philosophical and cultural preconditions they assumed but did not
constitutionally secure. This represents not a contradiction but an unresolved dependency, one that
subsequent generations have inherited without clear guidance for its management.

Every organizational leader faces analogous dependencies. We design strategies that assume certain
market conditions will persist. We build cultures that depend upon values transmitted through families
and communities. We create incentive structures that presuppose particular motivational frameworks.
When these assumptions hold, our organizations flourish; when they fail, we discover (often too late) how
much we depended upon conditions we neither controlled nor even consciously recognized.

The Philosophical Foundation They Assumed

The Declaration’s architecture is neither secular nor relativist. Rights are “self-evident” truths, “endowed
by their Creator.” This framework presupposes a rational, ordered universe; a divine source of moral law;
human capacity to discern that law through reason; and rights that exist objectively rather than as social
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Religions or philosophies that reject these premises (whether materialist atheism, certain forms of
paganism, or ideologies that subordinate individual dignity to collective or state imperatives) sit uneasily
with the philosophical foundations the founders articulated.

What They Explicitly Said

The founders were remarkably explicit about this dependency. Washington declared religion and morality
“indispensable supports” for political prosperity, not merely helpful but necessary. The Northwest
Ordinance designated religion, morality, and knowledge as jointly “necessary to good government.”’

John Adams put it most bluntly: “Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is
wholly inadequate to the government of any other.” Adams didn’t suggest the Constitution would function
less efficiently without moral citizens. He declared it “wholly inadequate” for any other kind.

The Structural Problem

The founders’ system requires citizens capable of self-governance; moral formation that produces such
citizens; and religion as the primary institutional mechanism for that formation. Yet they constitutionally
prohibited the federal government from ensuring that religious and moral formation would continue. They
trusted civil society (families, churches, local communities) to maintain what the federal Constitution
could not mandate. They assumed that institutional knowledge about self-governance would be
transmitted through these mediating institutions, generation after generation.

This arrangement functions admirably when the broader culture shares the founders’ underlying
assumptions. It becomes strained when the moral consensus fragments, when the institutions responsible
for character formation weaken, or when “religious freedom” is invoked by movements fundamentally
hostile to the constitutional order that extends them protection.

The leadership lesson is sobering: even the most brilliantly designed institutions depend upon cultural
preconditions they cannot themselves guarantee. The founders built extraordinary machinery for self-
governance, but that machinery requires operators formed by institutions outside the machinery’s
control. Leaders who focus exclusively on organizational design while ignoring the cultural ecosystem
within which their organizations operate may find their carefully constructed systems failing for reasons
they never anticipated.

The Paradox of Tolerance

This surfaces what political philosophers call the paradox of tolerance: Can a system committed to
religious freedom legitimately extend that freedom to religions or ideologies that, if dominant, would
abolish religious freedom for others?

The founders didn't resolve this. They bequeathed it to us. Their documents provide universal language
(“all men,” “no law respecting an establishment”); particular assumptions (theistic morality, broadly
Christian cultural norms); and no explicit limiting principle for determining what counts as protected

“religion” or where legitimate pluralism ends.



The most historically accurate reading is this: The founders articulated principles more universal than
they fully imagined. They gave us the machinery of religious freedom without a manual for what happens
when that machinery is employed by movements that reject the premises upon which it was constructed.

WHERE THE FOUNDERS DISAGREED: A LESSON IN PRODUCTIVE CONFLICT

Intellectual honesty requires acknowledging that the founders did not speak with one voice. Genuine
debates (reflecting substantive disagreements about political philosophy and constitutional design)
pervaded the founding era. Yet, properly understood, these debates offer contemporary leaders a model
for productive conflict that strengthens rather than weakens institutional outcomes.

Federalists vs. Anti-Federalists

The debates following the Constitutional Convention revealed fundamental disagreements about the
structure of the new United States of America. Federalists like Alexander Hamilton and James Madison
contended that enumerated powers adequately constrained federal authority. Anti-Federalists, including
Patrick Henry and others who had championed American Independence, feared consolidated government
would destroy state sovereignty and individual liberty. Brutus warned: “This government is to possess
absolute and uncontrollable power, legislative, executive and judicial, with respect to every object to
which it extends.”

The compromise that secured ratification included Federalist promises to support a Bill of Rights.
Madison, initially skeptical, came to recognize that explicit guarantees would “calm the fears of Anti-
Federalists.” The first ten amendments vindicated Anti-Federalist concerns even as they operated within a
Federalist constitutional structure.

The leadership lesson: vigorous disagreement, channeled through appropriate processes, can strengthen
institutional design. The Bill of Rights exists because Anti-Federalists refused to capitulate to the majority.
Organizations that suppress dissent often discover, too late, the blind spots such suppression conceals.

Hamilton vs. Jefferson on Federal Power

Hamilton advocated broad construction of federal authority through implied powers. Jefferson favored
strict construction limiting the federal government to powers expressly delegated. This debate shaped
controversies over the national bank, internal improvements, and the scope of the “necessary and proper”
clause. These debates continue in different form today.

Notably, neither Hamilton nor Jefferson sought to eliminate the other’s perspective from American
governance. Their tension (between energetic central authority and distributed local control) was built
into the constitutional structure itself. Wise leaders recognize that certain tensions should be managed
rather than resolved; the oscillation between competing principles can produce better outcomes than the
permanent triumph of either.

THE SLAVERY CONTRADICTION: WHEN VALUES COLLIDE WITH PRACTICE

No honest examination of the founding can avoid confronting the profound tension between the
founders’ stated ideals and their accommodation of chattel slavery. The Declaration’s assertion that “all
men are created equal” (adopted by the Continental Congress during the Revolutionary War) coexisted
with an economy substantially dependent upon enslaved labor.



Jefferson’s original draft included a passage condemning the slave trade as “cruel war against human
nature itself, violating it’s most sacred rights of life & liberty.” The passage was excised. Jefferson
explained it was “struck out in complaisance to South Carolina and Georgia, who had never attempted to
restrain the importation of slaves.”

Many founders explicitly acknowledged this contradiction. John Jay wrote: “To contend for our own
liberty, and to deny that blessing to others, involves an inconsistency not to be excused.” Gouverneur
Morris called slavery “a nefarious institution, the curse of heaven on the States where it prevailed.”’

The Northwest Ordinance (1787) prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory, demonstrating that some
founders took action against slavery’s expansion. Several northern states enacted gradual emancipation.
But the Constitution itself, while avoiding the words “slave” or “slavery,” accommodated the institution
through the three-fifths clause and protections for the slave trade until 1808.

The founding thus bequeathed both principles of universal human dignity and institutions accommodating
their systematic violation. The tension between “all men are created equal” and the three-fifths clause
would require a civil war and constitutional amendments to begin addressing. Lincoln, whom we also
honor on Presidents’ Day, devoted his presidency to that unfinished work.

For organizational leaders, this history carries a sobering warning: stated values that contradict
institutional practice generate instability that eventually demands resolution. The founders’
compromise on slavery purchased short-term union at the cost of long-term crisis. Organizations that
tolerate similar gaps between espoused values and actual behavior accumulate comparable debts that
eventually come due. True values-driven business growth requires more than aspirational statements; it
demands the hard work of embedding values into every policy, process, and personnel decision.

A REPUBLIC, IFYOU CAN KEEP IT

So we return to Dan Acquisto’s original question: What if America had a Vision, Mission, and Values
statement? The answer, | hope this examination has shown, is that it effectively does. These principles are
embedded across the Declaration of Independence, the United States Constitution, the Federalist Papers,
and other founding documents of the American Republic. The founders were remarkably articulate about
what they hoped to build.

Their particular genius lay in institutional design: creating structures that harness human self-interest
toward public good rather than relying upon virtue alone. Madison’s insight remains foundational:
“Ambition must be made to counteract ambition.” Their realism about human nature produced
mechanisms designed to function tolerably well even when operated by fallible and self-interested
humans.

Yet the founding also embedded unresolved tensions. The contradiction between stated ideals and the
practice of slavery was addressed through civil war and constitutional amendment. The dependency
between their political framework and cultural preconditions they assumed but didn’t secure remains
unresolved in our own day.

As for Dan’s second question (whether Americans today could agree upon a single mission statement),
this analysis perhaps illuminates why the question proves so vexing. The founders’ framework assumed
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certain shared premises regarding the nature of rights, the source of moral obligation, and the cultural
conditions necessary for self-governance. Whether those premises remain sufficiently shared to sustain
agreement on fundamental purposes constitutes the unresolved question of American political life today.

For business owners, corporate executives, and civic leaders, the founders’ experience offers several
enduring insights:
¢ Design for self-interest, not just virtue. Institutional structures that channel ambition toward
productive ends are more durable than those that rely solely on good intentions.
e Structure constrains more effectively than policy. Well-designed organizational architecture
makes certain abuses structurally difficult rather than merely prohibited.
¢ Productive tension can strengthen outcomes. Some conflicts should be managed rather than
resolved; the oscillation between competing principles often produces better results than the
permanent triumph of either.
¢ Identify your unexamined dependencies. Every organization rests upon assumptions about its
operating environment (cultural, economic, regulatory). Making these assumptions explicit
enables more robust planning.
e Values that contradict practice generate instability. Gaps between espoused values and
institutional behavior accumulate as debts that eventually come due.

This Presidents’ Day, as we honor Washington, Lincoln, and the broader presidential tradition, perhaps
the most fitting tribute is not mere celebration but serious engagement with the principles they
articulated and the tensions they left unresolved. The founding documents remain available to us as
primary sources that reward careful study. The questions they raise about liberty, self-governance, and
the preconditions of institutional sustainability remain as urgent today as they were in 1787. For anyone
on a leadership journey of their own, the founders offer not a blueprint to copy but a model of principled
institutional thinking to emulate.

Benjamin Franklin, asked what the Constitutional Convention had produced, reportedly answered: “A
republic, if you can keep it”” The founding documents provide the principles and institutional architecture.
Whether keeping it remains possible depends on questions the founders themselves left open, and that
determination falls not upon them, but upon each succeeding generation that inherits what they
bequeathed.

CONNECTING PRINCIPLES TO PRACTICE

At Palmer Wealth Group™, we encounter these founding principles in contemporary form every day. The
families and business owners we serve face precisely the challenges the founders confronted: How do you
build institutions that outlast their creators? How do you transmit values across generations when you
cannot control the cultural environment your successors will inhabit? How do you design governance
structures that channel self-interest toward common purpose rather than factional conflict?

The founders sought to secure “the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.” Our clients pursue
an analogous aim: securing the blessings of their life’'s work for themselves and their posterity. Both
endeavors require more than good intentions. They require thoughtful institutional design, honest
examination of unspoken assumptions, and realistic assessment of what structures can and cannot
guarantee. (For a deeper exploration of what this means in practice, see our article “Beyond the Balance
Sheet: Building an Enduring Family Legacy.”)
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Whether the challenge involves exit planning for a closely-held business, legacy planning that preserves
family cohesion across generations, or governance structure design for a family office, the founders’
insights prove remarkably applicable. Structure constrains more effectively than policy. Productive
tension can strengthen outcomes. Values that contradict practice generate instability. And every
institutional framework depends upon cultural preconditions it cannot itself secure. Business owners
contemplating family business succession will find these themes explored further in “Maximizing Business
Exit Value: Strategies for Successful Transition Planning.”

The founders also understood something that contemporary leaders often discover the hard way: the
weight of responsibility at the top can be isolating. Washington bore burdens he could not fully share; so
do many of the executives and business owners we serve. For reflections on this dimension of leadership,
see “Loneliness at the Top: What I've Observed About Sustainable Leadership.”

If this reflection has prompted questions about how these principles might apply to your own institutional
challenges, we would welcome the conversation.

KEY INSIGHTS
The following passages capture the article’s central themes. Consider sharing those that resonate with
colleagues who might benefit from this President’s Day reflection on leadership and institutional design.
e “Structure constrains more effectively than policy. Well-designed organizational architecture
makes certain abuses structurally difficult rather than merely prohibited.”
e “Ambition must be made to counteract ambition. The interest of the man must be connected with
the constitutional rights of the place.” - James Madison, Federalist No. 51
e “Eventhe most brilliantly designed institutions depend upon cultural preconditions they cannot
themselves guarantee.”
e “Stated values that contradict institutional practice generate instability that eventually demands
resolution.”
e “The founders articulated principles more universal than they fully imagined.”

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What was the founding fathers’ vision for America?

The founders envisioned a republic of ordered liberty: a self-governing people whose unalienable rights to
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are secured by constitutional institutions designed to prevent
tyranny, channel competing interests toward the common good, and transmit the blessings of freedom to
posterity. This vision balanced effective government with effective limits on government.

Did the founders have a mission statement?

While the founders never produced a formal mission statement in the modern corporate sense, the
Constitution’s Preamble functions as one: “to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure
domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the
Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.” The Declaration of Independence adds that
government exists “to secure these rights,” deriving its powers from the consent of the governed.
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What values did the founding fathers share?

Seven core values emerge consistently across the founding documents: (1) Natural and unalienable rights,
(2) Consent of the governed and popular sovereignty, (3) Rule of law and constitutionalism, (4) Separation
of powers and checks and balances, (5) Federalism, (6) Civic virtue and republican citizenship, and (7)
Religious freedom and liberty of conscience. While the founders debated implementation, these
principles commanded broad consensus.

What can business leaders learn from the founding fathers?

Business leaders can learn several enduring lessons: (1) Design for self-interest, not just virtue -
structures that channel ambition toward productive ends prove more durable than those relying on good
intentions alone. (2) Structure constrains more effectively than policy. (3) Productive tension can
strengthen outcomes; some conflicts should be managed rather than resolved. (4) Identify your
unexamined dependencies - every organization rests on assumptions about its operating environment. (5)
Values that contradict practice generate instability that eventually demands resolution.

How does succession planning relate to the founders’ framework?

The founders faced the ultimate succession challenge: building institutions that would function long after
their deaths, operated by people they would never meet. Their solution combined clear articulation of
principles, structural constraints that would bind future leaders, and cultural mechanisms (civic education,
religious formation) to produce citizens capable of self-governance. Business leaders contemplating
family business succession or preparing the next CEO face analogous challenges and can benefit from
studying how the founders balanced flexibility with continuity.

If you found this reflection valuable, consider sharing it with colleagues who might appreciate a Presidents’ Day
meditation on leadership and institutional design.

Important Disclosures
This article is provided for educational and informational purposes only and does not constitute investment advice, a solicitation, or an
offer to buy or sell any securities or investment products.

The historical analysis and leadership principles discussed herein are presented for educational purposes. Past institutional performance,
whether of nations or organizations, is not indicative of future results. No representation is made that any strategy or approach will achieve
results similar to those discussed.

Palmer Wealth Group™ and Commonwealth Financial Network® do not provide legal or tax advice. The information presented regarding
estate planning, succession planning, legacy planning, and related topics is general in nature and should not be construed as legal or tax
advice. You should consult with qualified legal, tax, and financial professionals regarding your individual situation before implementing any
strategy discussed herein.
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