BUSINESS
SHARED

The Role of Faith & Ancient
Ethical Traditions in Recovering
Virtue in the Business World



“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and
the rational mind a faithful servant.

We have created a society that honors
the servant but has forgotten the gift.”

— Albert Einstein

IN 2011, HARVARD’S BUSINESS GURU Mi-
chael Porter published what rapidly became a
sensational article on ‘shared value’. He
therein placed a call to redefine business
success around the creation of societal value.

A few years later, in his now-famous encyc-
lical letter Laudato Si’, Pope Francis urged
peoples of all faiths to build a ‘civilization of
love’ in harmony with the living world, our
Common Home.

Can these two visions be reconciled? Can
business and the sacred be brought together,
after centuries of being held apart?

Surely, the possibility of recovering faith and
embracing the virtue of self-giving love in
the business world will sound like asking an
elephant to play the violin — especially in an
competitive context set to enthrone money
as the bottom line (pressured, as it is, both
from within and from without).

Still, the financial meltdown in 2008, today’s
accelerated rate of species extinction, the
rapid changes in the earth’s atmosphere and
similar shortcomings of the global economy
have led increasing numbers of people to
question the very nature and purpose of the
business enterprise. Increasing number of
business leaders are thus realizing the need
for an altogether different map to guide their
priorities and decision-making.

As such, significant efforts have emerged in
the past decades in response to these chal-
lenges, calling business leaders towards a
deeper consciousness by embracing a higher
purpose. Hence some have urged capitalism
to become ‘green’; others rightly cheer for
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I. What's there to celebrate about
Creating Shared Value and its related
frameworks

. Seven pathways towards recovering
virtue in the business world

. Leaping towards the emerging dis-
cipline of ‘business spirituality’

social enterprises and B-corps sprouting all
over.

What is more, some are even looking at an-
cient religious narratives for ethical guidance
and inspiration — as I will myself later on in
parts II and 111, drawing on my own (increa-
singly unpopular and often misunderstood)
Judeo-Christian faith tradition. While open
to insights and testimonials from folk with-
out any explicit religious orientation, I'll also
seek direction in the ancestral horizons of
faith, convinced that they can indeed inspire
and illuminate the way towards a civilization
of peace, justice and love.

I. Cheers, Mr. Porter?

Among the many proposals to heal the busi-
ness enterprise, stands out the abovemen-
tioned Creating Shared Value (CSV) frame-
work advanced by Michael Porter and Mark
Kramer. Explicitly calling the logic of capital-



ism into question, their Harvard Business Re-
view publication has sent ripples across the
business world, leading countless managers
to embrace its model enthusiastically.!

And not without good reasons, for there is
much to celebrate in what has been for many
a breakthrough in business management.
The CSV-paradigm has popularized an inter-
esting way to bring business leaders on board
in working towards more positive social out-
comes; such as creating business clusters
that strengthen local economies. In societies
seeking to move towards low-carbon confi-
gurations, that is a most welcomed call.

Preceded by other sustainability experts, the
authors have nevertheless described their
Creating Shared Value model as a ‘new
thinking’.?> Accordingly, it implies redefining
value in the supply chain, strengthening local
clusters, and designing new products that
address social and ecological problems. Pit-
ting its proposal against what they perceive
to be the flaws of corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR), the CSV paradigm proposes
somewhat convincingly how business suc-
cess can be connected with social progress.
This, it follows, opens new markets and
creates competitive advantages, themselves
purportedly related to social wellbeing.

Away from a Narrow Mode of Capitalism

CSV thus moves away from what the authors
call “a narrow model of capitalism”, claim-
ing to leave behind a short-sided economic
vision — one Porter & Kramer attribute to
neoliberal economist Milton Friedman.?
Seemingly in line with Joseph Stiglitz’s dis-
comfort with the “market fundamentalisms”
and the “blind faith” in simplistic economic
dogmas, Porter & Kramer correctly suggest
that business should broaden its scope of in-
fluence and embrace societal well-being as
core to its mandate. That is, business should
create monetary value by means of creating
social value.
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All this, it is argued, makes good business
sense. Focusing on long-term benefits, re-
ducing negative impacts on workers and
communities, improving eco-efficiencies,
strengthening commercial relationships with
nearby suppliers — this and more leads to
reducing costs and breeding organizational
resilience. Thus the claim that shared value
leads to enhanced brand value.

Considering Porter & Kramer are writing
mostly to business leaders, it’s thus unders-
tandable that they label their model as some-
thing ‘new’. Their core proposal has surely
been a novelty to many managers and C-
suite officers — especially when most of us
have been taught to build our companies on
the shaky sands of short-termism and un-
bound economic freedom.

Something New Under the Sun

For those who acknowledge that there’s ul-
timately nothing new under the sun, howev-
er, claims like those of CSV crack open a ne-
cessary question: Is shared value the final
stepping stone towards a truly regenerative
and flourishing economy?

This article argues that — although bringing
important contributions — proposals such as
Shared Value and the like are not enough to
address the challenges ahead of us. We need,
in fact, to go well beyond.

“The business of business should not

be about money. It should be about
responsibility. It should be about
public good, not private greed. If |
can’t do something for the public
good, what the hell am | doing?”

— Anita Roddick, Founder & Former
CEO of The Body Shop

Truth be told, the enthusiasm to solve the
world’s problems through the vehicle of
business is remarkable. And so are the good



intentions and some of the valuable insights
stemming from CSV-type perspectives. Our
fragile ecological condition claps its hands as
a critique of the ills of capitalism is no longer
coming from Moscow, Caracas, or La Haba-
na. Instead, the takedown of business-as-
usual is now stemming from the very center
of the leading capitalist country in the world.

As customary, nonetheless, the limitations of
CSV lay not so much in what it says (although
that has shortcomings too) — but in what it
leaves unsaid. While Porter has acknowl-
edged in passing that CSV is not to replace
traditional sustainability metrics,* the model
has now been enthusiastically embraced by
well-intentioned people, often as if shared
value represented the final stepping stone
towards a clean and fair world.

But recall here Abraham Maslow’s Psychology
of Science, where he stated that to the person
with a hammer in his hand, everything looks
like a nail. Maslow’s dictum begs the ques-
tion of whether the CSV hammer can help us
build the inclusive, permanent civilization of
justice and love that we should be striving
for.

At best, CSV-type paradigms can be benefi-
cial in that they employ the language of busi-
ness to bring financially-minded managers
along the social wagon.

However, could it be that precisely such a
claim can actually end up working against
our common good, and ultimately thwart our
efforts to build a civilization of love?

Sketched below are seven reasons why man-
agers, executives, and industry and govern-
ment leaders can embrace shared value as a
tool — even if they should go well beyond the
beliefs that nurture it and the ideals it pur-
sues.
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Il. Seven Vices of Shared
Value... and Seven Path-
ways to Overcome Them

In recent years, the global sustainability
community has reached a consensus around
the need for CSR to move beyond incremen-
talism towards becoming ‘civic’ or ‘systemic’
or ‘transformational’ — and from being
something voluntary towards becoming
mandatory. Even as progressive companies
continue to align their core business with the
pursuit of social wellbeing, this transition
calls for nothing short of a radical approach.

Consider here, for example, the efforts of the
Sustainable Apparel Coalition in bringing
together textile competitors to collaborate
around industry-wide solutions, the Gra-
meen Bank’s social approach to lending, or
Puma’s pioneering its Environmental Profit
and Loss methodology that accounts for all
of the enterprise’s externalities. Much has
been said about the transformational poten-
tial of these and similar initiatives.

With exemplars like these in the background,
this article will not only identify at least sev-
en vices implicit in CSV-type paradigms, but
also propose seven pathways to begin to
overcome them.

Vice & Pathway No. 1-
Dumb & Endless Growth
vs. Wise & Noble Growth

Often discussions around sustainability are
coupled with phrases such as ‘enhanced
brand value’, ‘creation of social capital’, ‘in-
cursion into new markets’, ‘improving effi-
ciencies’, and so on. But then the discussion
ends there.



Dumb & Endless Growth
Wise & Slow-down Growth
Shareholder Supremacy
Stakeholder Collaboration
Corporate Neo-Colonialism
Post-Colonial Inclusiveness

Executive Hierarchy

Genuinely Shared Parity

Governments with Invisible
Visible Hands?
Utility above All
an Ethic of Virtue
Impersonal Economism

Public Love

Thus Walmart, for example, is often praised
for improving its distribution routes and de-
sign more eco-friendly packaging. But how-
ever much efficiency and productivity are
needed, they fall short of addressing the
magnitude of the challenges ahead, because
the cost savings leverage the ongoing open-
ing of new megastores. Thus the pressure for
expansion remains untouched. Shared value
may increase, but so does net consumption.
One step forward, but three steps backwards.

This reflects how often the underlying (and
unquestionable) assumption is that indu-
strialism is not at odds with the limits of an
overpopulated biosphere. Hence proposals
like CSV often take for granted the ‘you-can-
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have-it-all’ sort of mentality that has long
characterized corporate culture.

However, ecological economists have gone
out of their way to signal how the imperative
of endless financial growth remains in con-
flict with the carrying ecological capacity of
planet earth. Evident as it might seem, the
CSV paradigm says little about the fact that
our global ecological footprint is already 1.5
times higher of how it should be.

In Capitalism, As If the World Matters UK’s
Green Party member Jonathon Porritt thus
characterized this belief as “dumb” econom-
ic growth. German economist E.F. Schu-
macher raised a similar flag 45 years ago,
when he highlighted how our Western eco-
nomic system is depleting natural capital as
opposed of running on natural interest.”

‘Take-make-waste’ models of production
are leading us, quite literally, to dig our own
grave, and so is releasing greenhouse gases
on the global atmospheric commons. As for-
mer Harvard professor David Korten, author
of When Corporations Rule the World, put it in
the 2009 Radical Abundance conference in
New York, it is as if we are consuming parts
of our house to feed the very flames that are
keeping us warm.

Back in the days of Adam Smith, world popu-
lation was but a fraction of what it is today;
one could thus be an optimist about growth.
But it’s now clear that today’s world has lim-
its that are crying out to be respected.®

In ‘The Moral Dilemma of Growth’, former
director of the New Economy Coalition Bob
Massie highlighted the “restless yearning for
growth” that has characterized the United
States since the 1600s. Having been re-
pressed in Europe, religious Puritan refugees
and other immigrants met (an already-
inhabited) continent with an unexpected
combination of opportunity and what
seemed to be an unlimited amount of re-
sources. Naturally, that fostered an enthu-



siasm for innovation, expression and expan-
sion. For all they knew, liberty and the po-
tential of growth were boundless, thus rapid-
ly becoming imperatives that have since been
feverously safeguarded in American politics,
economics, institutions, and culture.”

Still, the world has changed more than a little
since and today we simply don’t have 3 or 4
planets to convert into shared-value goods.
This “growthism” is threatening to kill us.

Author of The New Capitalist Manifesto, Umair
Haque describes the profound entrenchment
of this dogma:

[it’s] palpably failing; but can’t be dis-
lodged — because it’s become an article
of faith, the central belief of a cult, whose
priests and acolytes threaten mysterious,
terrible, divine revenge whenever their
authority is questioned. . . . That is the
great mistake growthism makes. But
growth is not an end. It is a means. A
means to, at best, expanding eudaimonia,
the capacity to live meaningfully well.
And a means, at least, to expanding hu-
man freedom.®

Conversely, civic proposals such as the 20-
hour workweeks advanced in the UK and
elsewhere set themselves as promising alter-
natives. Such configurations seek to increase
overall employment levels, on the one hand,
while reducing spending and consumption in
the effort to maximize other goods — name-
ly, better health, more free time, more peace,
more calmness.

Responding to the imperative of endless
growth calls for economies of permanence
that grow for a time, if only to stabilize even-
tually once they are put at the service of flou-
rishing relationships, wisdom, and life for
all. Shared well-being — and not shared val-
ue — should be the aim of our business insti-
tutions and our public policies.
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Vice & Pathway No. 2 -
Shareholder Supremacy vs. Multi-
Stakeholder Collaboration

According to a 2013 UN Global Compact-
Accenture CEO Study on Sustainability,
shareholder interests remained an insignifi-
cant driver for CEOs to more fully embrace
transformational sustainability practices.
Only 12 percent of a sample of 1,000 top ex-
ecutives from 27 industries across 103 coun-
tries identified investor pressure as the chief
motivator for sustainability — even if 69
percent of them believed that investor inter-
est will become an increasingly important
factor in moving towards sustainability. (As
it turns out, the figure remained around the
same in the most recent study in 2016, where
only 10 percent among the CEOs identified
pressure from investors as one among the
top-three driving factors to take action on
sustainability.)?

Similarly, just one-third of CEOs of public
companies believed that their share price
currently includes value directly attributable
to sustainability initiatives and performance.
In short: sustainability is still lacking in
business value.

Promisingly, however, only 15 percent of
respondents held that the short-termism of
financial markets is a fundamental barrier to
embracing sustainable business models.

What might this imply? While some compa-
nies still opt for a more reactionary or incre-
mental paradigm, a few other corporations



