The Value of Principles in today’s Business World

Values and principles have always played a significant part in business, however they have come to the fore in the past year, possibly due to a perceived or real deterioration in standards. Whilst many may be arguing for increased regulation in our financial institutions, others are calling for a focus on the moral dimension. Jesus’ teaching provides our moral compass as Christians leading in the economy (CABE’s strapline), but specifically what do we need to do to bring transformation to the culture of our organisations and to make a positive impact on society at large?

“Everyone involved in the market, traders, producers, bankers - even consumers - must be alert to the moral consequences of their actions. Development is impossible without upright men and women, without financiers and politicians whose consciences are finely attuned to the common good.” (Pope Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate Encyclical, June 29, 2009). Brian Griffiths reflecting on the Papal Encyclical wrote in ‘The Times’ in July1: “Pope Benedict’s words are not just platitudes. They affect every person at work every day. In the City they are a challenge to management to create a culture of prudence, responsibility and integrity. There has to be zero tolerance for misleading clients, fudging conflicts of interest and inflating valuations. However great the revenue they produce, those who deviate must be disciplined. This kind of ethos cannot be imposed by regulation alone.”  
Addressing an audience at St Paul’s Cathedral prior to the G20 in London in April Gordon Brown outlined four great challenges facing our world: financial and economic stability, environmental degradation, violent extremism and extreme poverty and identified the need for a new set of “global shared values”. 

Bob Roberts Jr in his book “Glocalization” defined a value as “a conviction regarding truth that determines behaviour”, but what values or principles are needed in times such as these?
For 70 years the Christian Association of Business Executives (CABE) has been working with leaders in the economy, helping them to integrate their business practices with proven Christian principles. The principles of businesses more recently have tended to be based upon performance-related and individualistic initiatives which in many cases have undermined corporate and social responsibility. In 2006 CABE launched a Christian perspective on embracing corporate responsibility and personal values. Its reference document ‘Principles for those in Business2’ identifies 31 values. Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury, states that these principles “provide a sound and robust framework within which business can be conducted honourably and responsibly. At the same time they help to develop personal values and standards”. 

In this article I would like to draw attention to a few of CABE’s Principles which are of particular relevance today.

 Work Ethically: Business ethics are essential in guiding employees and managers in their actions. Leading businesses care how results are obtained and will choose the course of highest integrity in guiding their affairs… 
From the FT’s article ‘BarCap pay offer questioned’3: JPMorgan asked the Financial Services Authority to review a multi-million pound compensation package being offered to lure one of its star proprietary traders to rival Barclays Capital, the investment banking arm of Barclays.  News that BarCap has offered Todd Edgar, who specialises in trading commodities, and four other members of his team as much as £30m in cash and stock to join the bank will trigger fresh claims that it is back to "business as usual" in the City, less than a year after the near-collapse of the UK banking system. In spite of a fierce backlash against the type of lavish bonuses thought to be at the heart of the financial crisis, BarCap, run by US-born Bob Diamond, continues to dangle lucrative - and contentious - packages to recruit star bankers and traders as it seeks to build a franchise rivalling that of Goldman Sachs and other top investment banks.  Mr Diamond admitted this month that BarCap had signed up a "handful" of bankers to two-year guaranteed bonuses, a practice the FSA has since firmly outlawed. 
Courage: We seek to follow the strength of our convictions rather than accept automatically the views and decisions that are put to us…We draw on our faith to affirm a stand that may be unpopular, but which we believe to be the right course of action to be taken.

The former head of regulatory risk at HBOS, Paul Moore4, provided us with evidence of this principle in action as he spoke ‘truth to power’ firstly to the audit committee within HBOS and later in the Treasury Select Committee, highlighting the lack of balance and controls as well as inappropriate and unethical behaviours in the sales & marketing department. Ironically he was sacked from his role for demonstrating one of HBOS’ own values – courage!

Care: We aim to show a sympathetic response to all we meet during the course of our professional and business lives… 

In this current environment there are many more opportunities for Christians to demonstrate the love of Christ in our workplaces. People are looking for something deeper as they face the loss of jobs, wealth, status… and we have the opportunity to listen to the people around us. “It is a gift we can offer as the people of God to the people in our workplace5.” 

Contributing financially: We all expect to give generously when discharging our community responsibilities, based on the widely recognised principle of tithing…

The people worst hit by any financial crisis are always the poorest in our society across our world. In Tajikistan, the 20th poorest country in the world, micro finance has all but dried up, preventing local people from providing for themselves and their families. Many have returned from working in Russia as jobs have been cut and lives have been threatened. With the principles of open economic migration breaking down and nationalist fervour and protectionism rising we need to evaluate our response to ensuring the stability of our whole community. We need to use our expertise and finances to make a positive impact to transform societies: economically, socially, spiritually and environmentally6 and remember that ‘God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work.’ (2 Corinthians 9:8)

Prayerfulness: We seek through prayer to discern the divine will for our lives; we recognise that we cannot fulfil these aims unless our lives are supported by prayer… In these times of greater uncertainty, when the challenges we are facing may seem insurmountable, we need to remember that we can turn to God, who is omniscient. In his letter James tells the believer to pray for wisdom, for God’s perspective on things: “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives to all men generously and without reproaching and it will be given to him. But let him ask in faith without doubting.” (James 1:5-6), 
James Featherby7 In his book ‘The White Swan Formula’ published by LICC, comments that “only through rediscovering our time-honoured values that we will rebuild our confidence in doing business with each other”. Not only will the right values and principles positively impact the profitability of business, but also the well being of a country.

“If values can be engraved on the minds of decision makers, if the values of responsible duty can determine the processes of public and private finance, and if cherished values can be at the core of conversation, then hope has light enjoined and this malaise has taught us well.” (Lord Hastings of Scarisbrick, CBE, July 20097).

We need far more than increased regulation to transform the way our institutions run in future, we need to live out our Christian principles and demonstrate that these can and will bring positive benefits. But can we keep it up or will we revert back to old ways once things start to get better in the economy? Can this crisis bring about a sustainable change in behaviours that will prevent a similar recurrence in the future?

Jackie Nelson, written from a CABE perspective
Notes: 

1 From  ‘The Times’, July 13, 2009: “Pope Benedict is the man on the money” http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/columnists/guest_contributors/article6695104.ece
2 CABE Principles for Those in Business, written by John McLean Fox in conjunction with CABE’s trustees and advisory council, can be found on the website: www.cabe-online.org or www.principlesforbusiness.com. (A short explanation of each of the 5 principles highlighted has been shown in italics.)

3 From FT.com Published: August 17 2009 03:00 http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/e9d4423e-8ac4-11de-ad08-00144feabdc0.html?nclick_check=1
4 You can hear Paul Moore tell his story to the CABE Special Network on 8 July 2009 on the CABE website: http://www.principlesforbusiness.com/mp3/PMoore8Jul09.mp3
5 Claire Pedrick, “Listening in the current economic climate – to God, to our organisation, to our colleagues and to ourselves.” CABE Network 17 Sept 2008

6 The topic of ‘Be Close to the Poor’ was the subject of John McLean Fox’s article in July 2009 calling us to action. There are many organisations seeking to transform businesses in the developing world e.g. Transformational Business Network www.tbnetwork.org as well as agencies exploring business as mission (BAM) opportunities.
7 The White Swan Formula - Rebuilding Business and Finance for the Common Good” by James Featherby http://www.licc.org.uk/engaging-with-work/white-swan/ James is a partner of one of the City’s leading law firms where he has worked for over 25 years, mainly in Mergers & Acquisitions. In this paper James writes in his personal capacity and as a Fellow of the London Institute for Contemporary Christianity. It includes an endorsement by Michael Hastings.
