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The remarkable chain of events that put 
Eric Holcomb on the fast path to becoming 
Indiana’s 51st governor has faded into 
the background. 

What’s especially notable now is the 
already long list of public policy 
accomplishments and vital programs 
initiated on his watch.

Going next level
If Holcomb seemed especially ready to hit the 

ground running after he was sworn in as Governor in 
2017, it was no illusion. 

He had been preparing not only in the 100-plus 
days prior but essentially for the last 15 years, in his 
roles in Gov. Mitch Daniels’ administration, as Indiana 
Republican Party chairman and as chief of staff for U.S. 
Sen. Dan Coats. 

“I have no excuse. I’ve been in this office. I’ve 
worked as deputy chief of staff for (Daniels), worked for 
him in one capacity or another for about a decade. I had 
no gray hair before I started working for Mitch,” 
Holcomb teases. “I took things to his desk, and now I’m 
in receipt of things coming to the desk. 

“My Navy service taught me that there’s a whole 
chain of command. And you have to make sure people 
are involved up and down the chain and that everyone is 
just as important as the other person, whether it’s to 

View Award Video

Birch Bayh-Richard Lugar
GOVERNMENT 
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Since he took office, Gov. Eric Holcomb has made it a 
priority to strengthen Indiana’s workforce, highlighted by 
the Next Level Jobs program. 



50 BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – November/December 2019

your left or to your right.” 
His big picture vision was also clear as 

can be. 
“We wanted to be very deliberate, very 

disciplined, very focused about how we 
strengthen the state of Indiana,” he recounts.

“That came down to making sure that 
we were constantly focused on strengthening 
our economy, constantly focused on 
strengthening our infrastructure platform of 
which it sits on, focused on strengthening our 
greatest asset, our people.

“Making sure we were laser focused on 
helping people that were not just on the road 
to recovery but staying on the road to 
recovery or finding that road to recovery, and 
then making sure we were providing good 
government service.”

Out of the gate, Holcomb felt compelled 
to tackle the state’s opioid epidemic.

“It’s the one area that gets me somewhat 
emotional just because you meet so many 

people – some of whom are very close to 
you, who you know how hard they’ve 
struggled. You know that they want their life 
back, that they want their family back, that 
they want their true potential to be realized.”

The efforts are making a difference. The 
governor’s drug czar, Jim McClelland, is 
singularly fixated on the task at hand. Perhaps 
the biggest policy impact has been the 
number of opioid prescriptions going down. 
And through both executive and legislative 
action, Holcomb has pursued business 
community involvement. 

His partnership with the Indiana Chamber 
and the Wellness Council of Indiana on the 
Indiana Workforce Recovery program has 
proven a welcome lifeline.

Indiana Workforce Recovery has enabled 
employers throughout the state to receive 
detailed guidelines on what steps they can 
take and a better understanding of the 
positive role they can play with their workers 

to get them back to being a more productive 
employee and person.

Over the last two years, the Next Level 
Jobs initiative has provided valuable assistance 
to companies retraining their employees and 
to individuals looking to boost their skills.

More than 1,600 employers and 27,500 
workers have taken advantage of the state-
paid training.

The Last Mile program, now at five 
correctional facilities, is an example of 
Holcomb’s push to help skill up the 
workforce and fill employers’ open jobs. 

This summer, the first graduation was 
held at the Indiana Women’s Prison for 
offenders who successfully completed 
coursework to learn software engineering 
skills and how to code. 

“When someone tells you that no one in 
their family has ever gone to college or 
owned their own home or determined their 
own destiny and now they are – they are 

Holcomb vows to “continue to be hard-charging” when it comes to making Indiana the best state it can be. “To grow as a person, to grow as a family, to 
grow as a community, to grow as a business, these things all feed off each other. And we’re only as strong as our weakest link.”
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making $68,000 and own their own home, 
and they get to look in their family’s eyes in 
the morning not through bars, this is 
powerful stuff,” Holcomb shares. 

“People do want to get on the right path 
if they’re given that opportunity. And while 
their attention is captivated, you might say, 
we’re going to make the best use of that time 
that we can and they can.”

The policy whisperer
Indiana Chamber President Kevin 

Brinegar, who has walked the Statehouse halls 
for nearly 40 years, calls Holcomb “the best 
listener of any governor” he’s been around. 

“That helps him be effective, because he 
listens to what people have to say, what 
business owners have to say, what educators 
have to say, and, when appropriate, turns 
that into action and priorities for his 
administration.

“He has developed programs and policies 
that have helped move Indiana forward in our 
business climate. In doing so, he’s taken risks. 
Pursuing a major transportation infrastructure 
funding plan (to the tune of $2.2 billion), in 
your very first session, for example, was 
gutsy, but it was past time for us to do that 
and it was highly supported by the citizenry.”

In 2019, the hot-button dial turned to 
enacting a hate crimes law for Indiana. 
Holcomb could have sat on the sidelines and 
let the Legislature slug it out, says Brinegar, 
but instead he arguably was the difference 
maker.

Holcomb sets the stage for how it 
played out.

“That was an example of a subject that 
people said couldn’t be done – it’s been tried 
before – that we just determined for various 
reasons that it needed to be done. And so we 
had to build the consensus … and that the 
courage would be displayed to see this thing 
through,” he explains.

“This topic was creeping into 
conversation when we were trying to attract 
investment to the state of Indiana. This is not 
who we are as a people, anyway. So I never 
really understood what’s so hard about this, 
because our Hoosier hospitality runs deep and 
is true. I want that on full display, not the 
opposite. Now we’re there.”

The same can be said for a host of 
longtime policies that have been pushed by 
the business community that are just now 
coming to fruition under Holcomb.

From the workforce emphasis to 
expanded pre-K opportunities to making the 
state superintendent of education an 
appointed position.

“Some of it is timing, but some of it is 
about listening and just being willing to stick 

While Holcomb has hit his stride as Governor, he remarks, “I’ve never been a person that has said in 
20 years I want to be this. I’ve always just focused on the job at hand and that’s back to the Navy. 
Every day you wake up and you get the POD, the plan of the day, and you try to carry that out smartly.”
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your neck out a bit and make it a point,” 
Brinegar determines.

Holcomb’s Mr. Nice Guy demeanor is 
another factor. 

“I hear that frequently, as well as easy to 
talk to. These are things I’m not going to 
change,” he says, citing how he was raised. 
And “certainly through my Navy service or 
even on the basketball court, you never 
wanted to lose your cool. It’s almost a 
weakness if you’re shouting and throwing 
things and having a temper tantrum.”

Longtime friend Tim Cindric, now 
president of Team Penske’s highly successful 
auto racing operation, saw this side of 
Holcomb at any early age. 

“He’s always been one that’s been able 
to keep his emotions in check for the 
betterment of the group. He has a rare ability 
to see through the small battles and know 
where he wants to end … that’s a trait that 
not everyone has.”

Being genuine, determined and loyal are 
also big assets, Cindric notes. 

Holcomb boils it down to a singular belief: 
“Once you establish that trust, virtually 
everything is possible. … I do think how we 
treat one another is paramount at the end of 
the day. Because if you’re at odds, you’re 
probably not going to make any progress.”

Glory days
Indianapolis born and raised, Holcomb 

grew up in the westside community of 
Clermont. He jokes he first learned life 
wasn’t always going to be fair when his 
mother was this third-grade teacher (in 
Pittsboro). His father was an engineer.

Alongside Cindric and other friends he 
remains close with, he spent countless hours 
playing backyard football, shooting hoops and 
riding bicycles. 

“He’s always been a person of his word, 
even as kids. … We grew up in this kind of 
Middle America type atmosphere and 
attended Pike High School, a public school, 
where you were exposed to a lot of different 
people, different economic and social 
situations,” Cindric describes. 

“Eric’s always been one that’s been able 
to adapt and relate really to all different 
situations and backgrounds.”

Holcomb’s first taste of leadership was 
as senior class president at Pike. He followed 
that up as president of his fraternity in back-
to-back years at Hanover College. 

“I guess you could say I’ve won 
re-election before,” he quips. 

After college he decided, “I had done 
very little for others and so many had done so 
much for me and everyone that I knew,” so 
he joined the United States Navy. He served 

at home and abroad, with a memorable three-
year stint in Lisbon, Portugal. 

When he returned to Indiana it was to 
Knox County, where his family roots run deep. 

“That’s when I first got my taste of 
government service in the civic arena. I went 
to work for a congressman (John Hostettler) 
and really enjoyed that duty and that set in 
motion this career of service.”

Holcomb the Hoosier
An unabashed history buff, Holcomb has 

amassed autographs from every president but 
one: George Washington. He’s determined 
to get it someday. 

Still, for the self-professed “homer,” it’s 
no surprise he considers ones with an Indiana 
connection the most special.

“If there was a fire and I could only grab 
two, one would be JFK. It’s when he was a 
senator and being talked about running for 
president. He goes to South Bend to Notre 
Dame and does an event for the then-
congressman. 

“It’s got the state of Indiana (element), 
the second congressional district pulled out 
and he signed it, and the congressman signed 
it,” he beams. 

The second one? William Henry Harrison. 
“I have one when he was an aide-de-camp to 
General (Anthony) Wayne and he is authorizing 
rations for spies. That’s pretty cool.”

As Governor, he recognizes there are 
“some amazing opportunities” and 
“interesting interactions” he’s been afforded 
– and cherishes. 

Holcomb and wife, Janet, enjoy opportunities to explore Indiana. Former U.S. Sen. Dan Coats says, 
“Eric is a people person. He gets in that truck, grabs his basketball and goes around and shoots 
baskets in every county. He really talks to people.”



54 BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – November/December 2019

He’s gone on Willie Nelson’s bus for 
coffee and chatted with him before he went 
on stage. Staying with country music, the big 
Dwight Yoakam fan has been able to “spend a 
little time with the singer. And he gave me 
one of his famous hats that has a little higher 
profile than most cowboy hats.”

His perfect day is a quintessential 
Hoosier picture. 

“I would be waking up somewhat early 
to see the Indiana fog still on the ground as 
far as the eye can see, maybe seeing the leaves 
change color, reading, hitting the trail with 
my wife (Janet) and dog (Henry), getting a 
little exercise in, and ultimately finding a 
good breaded tenderloin to end the day.” 

Holcomb plays along when asked if there 
is any other job he would want to have for a 
day or week. While the answer is no – he 
wouldn’t trade his current post for anything 
– the sports enthusiast in him harkens back to 
a “fun duty” he once had. 

“When I was in the Navy, there was a 
good friend of mine who was in the Army. 
We came together every Monday morning 
for a couple of hours on the local military 
radio station that broadcasted out to Portugal. 
We were sports windbags I guess you’d say, 
where we would just react to what had 
occurred the week before,” he explains. 

“He was from Pennsylvania, I was from 
Indiana. This is unfortunately when the 
(Pittsburgh) Steelers beat the Colts in the 
playoffs (1995), so that was a very tense, 
tough time. ... We would just argue. 

“He was Iron Head Coleman and I was 
Hoosier Daddy,” Holcomb laughs. “Those 
were our names on the show and it was just 
fun. I love sports anyway. And we would do 
all the research on what happened last night 
(via the Sunday international edition of the 
USA Today) and then really just go at it. I 
loved, loved every Monday morning!”

His code and motivations 
Holcomb is the inaugural recipient of the 

Indiana Chamber’s renamed Birch Bayh-
Richard Lugar Government Leader of the 
Year award. The prominent U.S. senators 
were known for their bipartisanship – 
something rarely seen in high-stakes politics 
these days.

Can we ever get back to that type of 
camaraderie?

“I wish I knew, but I’m going to try and 
lead (Indiana) by example. … ultimately it’s 
up to the officeholder how they conduct 
themselves,” Holcomb replies.

“That’s why I have been so adamant 
about making sure, A, that I’m accessible, 
and, B, make the time to thoughtfully go 
through even the most emotionally charged 

issues – and there are many.
“(Yet) you don’t want to be held captive 

to the ends of the spectrum, understanding 
that inaction may be at the expense of not 
only those two 10 percents on the ends, but 
the 80% in the middle. And we have to make 
sure that we’re speaking to everyone and not 
writing certain folks off.”

He also approaches his responsibility with 
his former bosses, Coats and Daniels, in mind. 

“(They’re) cut from the same cloth – 
high integrity, good men of character. They 
taught me to be true to myself, to be who I 
was, to be honest, to wake up and do the 
right thing.

“You might say these are the things you 
learned in kindergarten, but they apply to 
everyday life … and those two just 
epitomized having a plan and carrying it out 
and being focused on why you were there.”

Holcomb says what motivates him is 
“where I want to see the state 10 years from 

now, 15 years from now – (by doing) things 
that long outlive my time here.”

He points to several legacy policy 
accomplishments – enacting a hate crimes 
statute for sentencing and the lauded road 
funding mechanism, which jumps to 
approximately $3 billion in five years.

“I would also rank high that Indiana has 
truly gone global, in that we’re building 
locally, but we’re taking our story globally 
around the world. And that has a lot to do 
with our government to government 
relations, our business to business relations, 
and our people to people, cultural exchanges.

“We have to be connected to markets 
not just in Asia (where about 60% of the 
population resides) but all over the world. 
That’s why it was a huge statement that 

Indiana secured its first transatlantic nonstop 
direct flight to Europe, to Paris. It’s not just 
about tourism. This is about … not just being 
(seen as) a player on the global stage, but as a 
leader on the global stage.”

Taking it all in
Reflecting back to his whirlwind journey 

in 2016 from U.S. Senate candidate to lieutenant 
governor to finding himself elected to the 
state’s top post, he recognizes the element of 
destiny in it all, as people have frequently 
remarked. But it’s also a testament to being 
ready. 

“When your Governor calls, when your 
state calls, there’s somewhat of a patriotic 
duty to help, if you can, and further that 
service. And so while it wasn’t what I set out 
initially to do, I think it turned out okay and 
I’m enjoying it,” Holcomb smiles. “But also 
this (job actually) aligns more with my overall 
experience here in the state of Indiana.”

Coats agrees. “Eric is tireless. When 
there’s a problem, he will work 24 hours a 
day to solve that problem. He’s a proud 
American and I think he runs the state in a 
better way than Washington is being run. 

“He cares about his state, but he also 
cares for the people in this state.”

With the 2020 election on the horizon, 
Holcomb wants to keep the ride going as long 
as he can. 

“I always say, I would do this job for free 
because my salary is meeting someone whose 
life has been transformed, turned around. It 
is invigorating and it makes you just want to 
double down every time,” he offers. 

“(I’m) proud of my service in the Navy – 
don’t get me wrong – but this is the most 
fulfilling job I’ve ever had for that reason.”

Holcomb, joined by Indianapolis Mayor Joe Hogsett, pays tribute to Indiana statesman Richard Lugar. 
Reflecting on the bipartisan efforts of Lugar and Birch Bayh in the U.S. Senate: “They lived it and 
proved it could be done. And there were probably times, I suspect, where they wondered: ‘Will this 
work? Is this the best approach?’ Fortunately, they remained true to who they were.”




