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F E A T U R E

B u s in e s s a n g e ls

I
n F e br u ar y, Ste p h e n H e s te r s e n t a
m e m o to R o y al B an k o f Sco tlan d
s taff s e ttin g o u t h is e x p e ctatio n s o f
th e o r g an isatio n : “To be p u r p o s e fu l,
calm , an d do o u r jo bs to th e be s t o f

o u r  abilit y .”  T h is  ide a o f “ p u r p o s e ”  h as
ar is e n m o r e th an o n ce in r e ce n t co m m e n -
tar y o n fin an cial s e r v ice s. T h e p u r s u it o f a
v alu able p u r p o s e co u ld be v ie w e d as a w ay
o f addr e s s in g cr iticis m s o f th e s e cto r, n o t
le as t th at its  activ ity is  “ s o cially u s e le s s ” .
H o w e v e r, talk o f “ p u r p o s e ” r is k s be in g ju s t
s o m an y w o rds u n le s s  th o s e w o rds ar e
w e ig h e d care fu lly.

T h e ide a th at bu s in e s s activ ity can be
ju dg e d by h o w w e ll it fu lfils its p r o p e r p u r -
p o s e g o e s back at le as t as far as Ar is to tle ,
w h o v ie w e d it as o n e am o n g m an y ar ts, all
o f w h ich w e r e p r o p e r ly fo cu s e d o n th e u lti -
m ate aim o f p r o m o tin g h u m an w e llbe in g .

B u t th is traditio n als o r e v e als co m p le x -
itie s . Pu r p o s e can be abo u t ide n tify in g a
w o r th w h ile o r  ju s tifie d aim . It can als o
h av e o th e r co n n o tatio n s. A “de fin in g p u r -
p o s e ” , fo r  e x am p le , is  th e fe atu r e o f an
activ ity th at allo w s  u s  to cate g o r is e it.
Tw e n ty -tw o m e n r u n n in g ar o u n d a fie ld is,
afte r all, n o t a g am e o f fo o tball u n le s s th e y
ar e o r g an is e d in to tw o te am s, e ach tr y in g
to k ick a ball in to o p p o s in g g o als.

Sim ilar ly, a “ m o tiv atin g p u r p o s e ” ide n -
tifie s  w h at it is  th at p e r s u ade s p e o p le to
e n g ag e in an activ ity . O n e in div idu al’s
m o tiv atin g p u r p o s e fo r  bu s in e s s  activ ity
m ig h t be m ak in g m o n e y . O th e r s  co u ld
h av e diffe r e n t aim s. It is o n ly w h e n w e g e t
to a “ ju s tify in g p u r p o s e ” th at th e r e is  a
s te p -ch an g e to w ard e x am in in g w h at
s o cie ty co n s ide r s  w o r th w h ile . Su ch a
p u r p o s e le g itim is e s th e activ ity in q u e s tio n
fr o m th e p e r s p e ctiv e o f th e w ide r co m m u -
n ity . To h av e s u ch a p u r p o s e is  to be
s o cially u s e fu l.

T h at s o cie ty h as a r o le to p lay in le g it -
im is in g activ itie s tak e s u s back to th e ide a
th at all s u ch activ itie s h av e an u ltim ate
g o al in p r o m o tin g w h at is g o o d fo r p e o p le .
It fin ds r e ce n t e x p r e s s io n in th e ide a th at

bu s in e s s e s m u s t e ar n a s o cie tal “ lice n ce to
o p e rate ”, an d is r e fle cte d in an o th e r tradi -
tio n o f p h ilo s o p h ical th o u g h t: th at o f th e
s o cial co n tract. T h in k e r s s u ch as H o bbe s,
L o ck e , R o u s s e au an d R aw ls h av e m ade
co m p e llin g ar g u m e n ts, albe it in s lig h tly
diffe r e n t co n te x ts, th at th e o blig atin g
p o w e r o f co n tracts, s o fam iliar in th e
bu s in e s s w o r ld, can be in v o k e d to g o v e r n
s o cial r e latio n s. Su ch r e latio n s in clu de
th o s e be tw e e n bu s in e s s an d so cie ty, g e n e r -
atin g im p licit co n tractu al o blig atio n s. O n
s u ch a co n tractu al an aly s is, s o cie ty p e r m its
bu s in e s s o n th e bas is th at it p r o du ce s
r e s u lts th at are o f v alu e to s o cie ty.

R e ce n tly , Ch r is tian ch u rch le ade r s
h av e be e n s p e ak in g o u t o n th e s u bje ct o f
s u ch p u r p o s e in bu s in e s s . T h is  de bate
as s u m e s th at e ach life s e e k s fu lfilm e n t an d
th at th e co n ce p t o f v o catio n can be tran s -
late d in to th e r o le o f fin an cial s e r v ice s .
Po p e B e n e dict said th at “ fin an cie r s m u s t
r e disco v e r  th e g e n u in e ly e th ical fo u n da -
tio n o f th e ir activ ity, s o as n o t to abu s e th e
s o p h is ticate d in s tr u m e n ts , w h ich can
s e r v e to be tray th e in te r e s ts  o f sav e r s ” .
T h e e m p h as is  h as m o v e d fr o m co n de m -
n atio n to a n e e d fo r th e fin an cial s e r v ice s
in du s tr y to r e de e m its e lf.

T h e s e p o in ts  h ig h lig h t th at bu s in e s s
o r g an isatio n s , ju s t as m u ch as th e
in div idu als w ith in th e m , ar e in n e e d o f a
ju s tify in g p u r p o s e : th e y m u s t u n de r s tan d
th e te r m s o f th e ir co n tract w ith s o cie ty. At
s tak e is n o t ju s t th e le g itim acy o f th e o p e r -
atio n s  o f th e bu s in e s s , an d th e s o cial
acce p tan ce th at g o e s w ith it, bu t als o , as
H e s te r say s, th e co n fide n ce an d p r ide th at
an o r g an isatio n can tak e in its w o r k .

T h is  rais e s  th e q u e s tio n s  o f h o w to
ide n tify th e ju s tify in g p u r p o s e o f fin an cial
s e r v ice s  o r g an isatio n s , an d h o w bu s in e s s
le ade r s  can g e ar th e ir  o r g an isatio n s
to w ards s u ch p u r p o s e . Calls  to p r o m o te
h u m an w e llbe in g , in th is co n te x t, m ig h t
n o t be m u ch o f a g u ide .

H o w e v e r, s o m e co m m o n m is tak e s can
be av o ide d. T h e p u r s u it o f p r o fit m ay

de fin e a co m m e rcial
o r g an isatio n , an d
m an y p e o p le
e m p lo y e d by s u ch
o r g an isatio n s  m ay
be m o tiv ate d, at le as t in
p ar t, by p r o fit. T h at do e s
n o t m e an , th o u g h , th at p u r -
s u it o f p r o fit is  n e ce s sar ily
s o cially u s e fu l an d th at th e e x is -
te n ce o f co m m e rcial fin an cial
s e r v ice s  o r g an isatio n s  is  n e ce s -
sar ily le g itim ate . T h at w o u ld be to
co n fu s e de fin in g an d m o tiv atin g p u r p o s e s
w ith a le g itim is in g p u r p o s e .

O f co u r s e , a co m m e rcial fo cu s can be
s o cially u s e fu l. Afte r all, th e w e alth o f s o ci -
e ty is bu ilt u p o n th e e co n o m ic
s u cce s s  o f its  bu s in e s s e s . B u t a fo cu s o n
p r o fit in its e lf is  n o t e n o u g h . T h e
in v is ible h an d h as alw ay s be e n an im p e r -
fe ct ar ran g e r o f e co n o m ic activ ity an d, as
r e ce n t e v e n ts h av e cle ar ly de m o n s trate d,
th e p u r s u it o f p r iv ate p r o fit can n o t
g u aran te e s o cially be n e ficial r e s u lts .
F u r th e r m o r e , s o cie ty p u ts  a v alu e o n
m an y as p e cts  o f its  activ ity be y o n d th e
g e n e ratio n o f p u r e e co n o m ic w e alth .

D e te r m in in g w h at is o f v alu e , h o w e v e r,
n e ce s sar ily r u n s  in to ide o lo g ical div ide s
th at m ig h t th r e ate n atte m p ts to m ak e
p ractical p r o g r e s s . A s o lu tio n to th e
ch alle n g e o f e n g ag in g co m m e rcially
o r ie n te d fin an cial s e r v ice s  o r g an isatio n s
w ith th e ir s o cial p u r p o s e m u s t be r e alis tic
abo u t th e o bs tacle s , an d r e co g n is e th at
s u s tain able ch an g e tak e s  tim e to im p le -
m e n t. A u s e fu l ide a to in tr o du ce h e r e is
th at o f “ s h ar e d v alu e ” , as co n ce iv e d by
M ich ae l Po r te r an d M ar k K ram e r in th e ir
ar ticle s in th e H a r v a r d B u s in e s s  R e v ie w .
“Sh ar e d v alu e ” ar g u e s th at th e in te r e s ts

o f bu s in e s s e s an d o f s o cie ty ar e m u tu ally
de p e n de n t. In additio n , it s u g g e s ts  th at
th e q u e s tio n o f h o w to ide n tify an d p r o -
m o te s o cial v alu e n e e d n o t be a
m y s te r io u s  o n e . W ith in th e ir  ar e as o f
e x p e r tis e , fin an cial s e r v ice s o r g an isatio n s
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ar e s e co n d to n o n e at ide n tify in g an d
cr e atin g v alu e . W h ile it m ay tak e im ag in a -
tio n fo r  s u ch o r g an isatio n s  to w o r k o u t
h o w th e y ar e be s t p lace d to cr e ate v alu e
be y o n d th e co n fin e s o f th e bu s in e s s, an d
w h at v alu e m e an s in th e s o cial co n te x t,
th is is n o t a s e cto r s h o r t o f im ag in atio n an d
in n o v atio n . J u s t as k H M R e v e n u e an d
Cu s to m s.

T h in k in g diffe r e n tly do e s , h o w e v e r,
m e an th e r e h as to be s tr o n g le ade r s h ip .
Su r v e y in g co n s e n s u s  o p in io n rar e ly
le ads to in n o v atio n . T h e F airban k in g
F o u n datio n is  an in de p e n de n t ch ar ity ,
tr y in g to p r o v ide s u ch le ade r s h ip in th e
ar e a o f r e tail fin an cial p r o du cts. Its “ fair -
ban k in g m ar k s ” ar e de s ig n e d to as s is t an d
e n co u rag e p r o v ide r s to de v e lo p p r o du cts
th at im p r o v e th e fin an cial w e ll-be in g o f
th e ir cu s to m e r s.

Pr o fe s s io n al bo die s ar e an o th e r s o u rce
o f le ade r s h ip . T h e ide a o f s e r v in g th e
p u blic in te r e s t is s tr o n g in th e p r o fe s s io n s,
an d fin an cial p r o fe s s io n al bo die s  ar e
w o r k in g to de v e lo p a co n te m p o rar y
u n de r s tan din g o f th is n o tio n an d co m m u -

n icate it to th e ir m e m be r s . F o r e x am p le ,
th e In te r-D iscip lin ar y Eth ics Ap p lie d
Ce n tr e at th e U n iv e r s ity o f L e e ds h as
r e ce n tly w o r k e d w ith th e Ch ar te r e d
In s u ran ce In s titu te an d th e Actu ar ial
Pr o fe s s io n to de v e lo p train in g p r o -
g ram m e s fo cu s e d o n co de s o f e th ics th at
p u t s e r v ice to th e p u blic at th e ir h e ar t.

T h e ide as o f actin g w ith p u r p o s e an d

p r o m o tin g s h ar e d v alu e ch an g e th e to n e
o f a bu s in e s s ’s  r e latio n s h ip w ith s o cie ty .
R ath e r  th an a n e g ativ e r e q u ir e m e n t to
co m p ly w ith m in im u m s tan dards in a z e r o
s u m g am e , w e can n o w as k a p o s itiv e
q u e s tio n : h o w m u ch v alu e can w e cr e ate
to g e th e r? N o t o n ly w ill o r g an isatio n s fin d
th e ir s o cial p u r p o s e w h e n th e y ap p ly th e ir

e x p e r tis e to th e p ar ticu lar in te r e s ts  o f
s o cie ty th at th e y ar e be s t p lace d to
addr e s s , th e y w ill als o accr u e be n e fits  in
th e p r o ce s s.

F u lfillin g a s o cial p u r p o s e e s tablis h e s
le g itim acy bu t it als o g e n e rate s  s o cial
cap ital th at is a v ital in p u t to th e cr e atio n
o f bu s in e s s v alu e . W h e th e r it is th e fin an -
cial lite racy o f cu s to m e r s , o r  a g e n u in e ly
s e r v ice -o r ie n tate d e m p lo y e e p o o l, th e
be n e fits  th at a fin an cial s e r v ice s bu s in e s s
is  be s t p lace d to de liv e r  to s o cie ty ar e
lik e ly to be o n e s  fr o m w h ich it w ill als o
p r o fit.

H e s te r w as r ig h t. To p r o m o te th e in te r -
e s ts  o f th o s e th e y s e r v e – cu s to m e r s ,
s h ar e h o lde r s an d s o cie ty m o r e g e n e rally –
fin an cial s e r v ice s  o r g an isatio n s  m u s t be
p u r p o s e fu l. In o rde r to do th is , h o w e v e r,
s o m e e ffo r t is  r e q u ir e d to de te r m in e
cle ar ly w h at th at le g itim ate p u r p o s e is.

A n to n y E llio t is c h ie f e x e c u tiv e o f
T h e F a ir b a n k in g F o u n d a tio n . J a m e s
D e m p s e y is a te a c h in g fe llo w in a p p lie d
e th ic s a t th e  U n iv e r s ity o f L e e d s

F o r  b u s in e s s e s  t o
f o c u s  o n p r o f it  in
it s e lf  is  n o t  e n o u g h


