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What is Business For? 
Ethics and the Aim of Business 
Elizabeth Vallance 

In an attempt to give business a better image after the recent scandals, managers 
should not make the mistake of presenting business as having primarily moral, spiritual 
or social aims. Business's purpose is not to make people better moral agents; Business 
Ethics must take as its starting point the aim of business itself. This is not to say that 
business is immoral, or that managers can afford to ignore the interests of constituen- 
cies wider than simply their shareholders. It is, however, to say that Business Ethics 
should be less concerned with fanciful social agenda than with good conduct in 
business, which must itself be informed by the answer to the question "What is business 
for?" 

It helps in hitting the mark, said Aristotle, to know what it is you are 
aiming for. The idea is so basic, of such stunning simplicity, that it is 
easy to underestimate its importance. Success in business may involve 
the evolution of strategies of considerable complexity; but logically prior 
to debates on the value of strategic planning or financial control has to 
be the question of the aim of business itself. It is unlikely you will hit the 
mark, regardless of the sophistication of your plan or the extent of your 
skill, if you do not know, absolutely and unswervingly, what your target 
is. 

In these terms, a fundamental question of business ethics is the one 
which asks: "What is business for?" This is not merely a semantic 
exercise. For it is crucial to clear decision-making in business that 
business itself can be distinguished from other superficially similar kinds 
of organisation. To identify this "ideal type" of business for purposes of 
definition is not to suggest that business has some kind of honorific status 
or that organisations that are not businesses, be they governmental, 
charitable or whatever, are in some sense inferior. They are not: they 
simply do not share the purely business aim. As I shall argue, business 
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1 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, translated by David Ross, OUP, 1925. 
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is a quite limited and specific form of activity and asking the question 
about its nature and aim forces us to be explicit about what characterises 
it and differentiates it. It also encourages us to think through the whole 
question of what is relevant to the business purpose. 

Having said this, it is a curiosity of social enquiry that when people 
begin to ask what an area or an institution or a profession is for, it is often 
indicative of a certain hostility on the part of the enquirer and/or a failure 
of nerve or self-confidence on the part of its practitioners. Nobody asks 
dentists or actors to explain their raison d'etre. The House of Lords, on 
the other hand, is constantly pressed to justify its existence: and social 
scientists, who can smell fear at a hundred paces, sense uncertainty here 
and press home their advantage with the undermining question: "But 
what is your real purpose?" 

"Business has 
come in for some 
none too subtle 
questioning of its 
aims and aspira- 
tions." 

"By 1989, only 
local councillors 
and estate 
agents were less 
respected than 
company direc- 
tors. " 

Changing Public Attitudes to Business 

Business itself has, particularly within the last twenty years or so, come 
in for some none too subtle questioning of its aims and aspirations. In 
the good old days of the last century, the business community was largely 
secure in its own role, certain that it contributed to the common good 
by the creation of wealth and the expansion of opportunities. Of course, 
there were times of crisis, of depression and slump when business's 
contribution was questioned, and there were always some who deni- 
grated industry as squalid and self-seeking and "trade" as socially unac- 
ceptable, but the achievements of business were there for all to see in 
the more or less progressive increase in the standard of living. And 
public attitudes to business largely reflected, and perhaps reinforced, 
this self-esteem until around the nineteen sixties when things began to 
change. In 1962, the public confidence level in the honesty, fairness and 
competence of managers was still about 70%; by the early 1980s, it had 
fallen to 19%.2 By 1989, a Mori poll surveying public attitudes to 
different social groups found that only local councillors and estate agents 
were less respected than company  director^.^ And the various scandals 
of the past few years - Guinness, Blue Arrow, Barlow Clowes, BCCI and 
the Maxwell saga - have apparently reinforced the image of business as 
corrupt and irresponsible. 
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J. Gray, Managing the Corporate Image, Quorum Books, 19S6. 
Mori Poll conducted for the Sunday Times, August, 19S7. 
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Business's Defensive Response 

Against this background, it is hardly surprising that when the question 
about business's purpose or end is raised, it can evoke a certain uneasi- 
ness among managers. Sensing a general hostility to the whole area, they 
will naturally try to counter this by denying that business is corrupt, 
self-seeking and socially irresponsible and emphasising its ethical aware- 
ness and social concern. In so doing, however, they may sometimes be 
led into confusion about and even misrepresentation of their own 
priorities and ends. 

There are a number of reasons why managers are often less than keen 
to identify their aim purely commercially. To begin with, the stark 
response, in terms such as Milton fried man'^,^ that business's aim is 
simply to maximise its profits, is unlikely, as it stands, to win many friends 
in a society increasingly concerned with consumer and employee rights. 
The Zeitgeist seems to have swung against the profit motive. As a recent 
survey of business schools put it, for the 1990s, "greed is out, ethics is 
in".5 In this context, ethics appears as the new badge of acceptability for 
business. 

Again, it is quite understandable that people in business do not want 
to be thought of as unconcerned about and unresponsive to society's 
wider needs. And realistically, the interests of many people other than 
shareholders - employees, customers, suppliers, government, the local, 
national and international community - are clearly important to busi- 
ness. They are stakeholders in the business and, it could be argued, have 
to be accounted for in the business aim. 

This wide-ranging set of interests then, begins to suggest a much 
broader business remit than simply a concern with its own profitability. 
And indeed it is surely true that businesses depend for their success on 
far more than just their equity capital. It is often said, for example, that 
businesses are no better than their people. It is employees who make 
businesses work, who add value, who create the strategies and deliver 
the goods. Similarly. without customers there can be no business, only 
a service nobody wants or an accumulating inventory. And one can go 
on in similar vein through the various groups who in their different ways 
contribute to the business. 

"That business's 
aim is simply to 
maximise its 
profits, is unlikely 
to win many 
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M. Friedman, The social responsibility of business is to increase its profits, New 
York Times Magazine, September, 1970. 
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1990. 
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Viewed thus, Milton Friedman’s focus on profit as the aim of business 
begins to look rather unconvincing. He  seems simply to have singled out 
one stakeholder, the shareholder, and suggested that this is the only one 
who counts. If, however, as is clearly the case, business relies on more 
than just providers of capital, does it, therefore, have a duty to do more 
than make profits? To go back to our original question, is it now a part 
of the aim of business to take care of its employees, customers and the 
local community? 

What Business is Not 

“Business people 
are not politi- 
cians or social 
workers; ICI is 
neither the De- 
partment of So- 
cial Services nor 
Oxiam. I ‘  

“Other social in- 
stitutions exist to 
look after our im- 
mortal souls, our 
physical 
wellbeing and 
the improvement 
of our minds. ” 

The short and simple answer is no. Business people are not politicians 
or social workers; corporations are not government departments or 
philanthropic institutions; ICI is neither the Department of Social Ser- 
vices nor Oxfam. The aim of business is a commercial aim; business is 
in business to make profits; if it’s not making profits, it’s soon out of 
business. In seeking to provide the conditions for profit making, busi- 
nesses will, of course, ignore staff, customer and community interests at 
their peril. Though businesses do not exist primarily so that their 
employees can be fulfilled human beings or so that their suppliers can 
feel loved, we have come to realise that decently treated employees and 
appropriately appreciated suppliers generally perform better. 

But it is important to get things the right way round. It is not business’s 
aim to provide personal fulfilment and spiritual development, or a clean 
environment, or full employment. Businesses are concerned with the 
self-development of their staff and the interests of their other stake- 
holders to the extent that these contribute to the aim of the business 
which is the creation of long-term value for the owners of the business. 

Other social institutions exist to look after our immortal souls, our 
physical wellbeing and the improvement of our minds. Such institutions, 
like churches and educational establishments, may well seek to maxi- 
mise their financial returns. Unlike businesses, however, they do so not 
as their main aim, but in order to fulfil their primary spiritual or educa- 
tional objectives. To fail to make the distinction of priority of aim, or to 
collapse the one into the other, is not helpful but fundamentally confused 
and confusing. 

Business Strategy Review Spring 1993 



Ethics and the Aim of Business 49 

Business is Not the Whole of Life 

Looked at like this, the ethical and social responsibility of business is less 
a business aim than a part of business strategy, a way of determining 
direction and creating and maintaining structures which enhance per- 
formance. A business's responsibility to its employees, for example, is 
not to fulfil them existentially but to help them achieve what the business 
asks of them. This means not simply providing them with proper train- 
ing, but also with a culture of trust and decency, freedom and support. 

However, it is important to recognise that business is not the whole 
of life. It is not there to be a substitute for family, school, club or church. 
One of the crucial differences between capitalism and communism, for 
example, is precisely that capitalism allows a distinction to be made 
between the public and the private, between what is personal and what 
is political. This is not a distinction that communism (at least of the 
Marxist variety) permitted. For communism is not only an economic 
system but a moral theory. It is a total system within which everything 
is assumed to work towards the achievement of the classless society and 
the production and development of "socialist individuals". The pursuit 
and achievement of economic strength and of human fulfilment are 
believed to be one and the same thing. As Lenin has it, morality is 
pursued in the pursuit of the Revolution. And, one can add, the Revol- 
u tion is pursued in the establishment of economic strength. 

Under this system, everything other than economics -law, politics, art 
and morality - is thus derivative. All are "superstructural", growing out 
of the economic "substructure"; they are mere reflections of the means 
of production, distribution and exchange. Indeed, a large part of what 
we mean by "totalitarian" is that such systems commit all their resources, 
centrally controlled, to the achievement of a single, unified vision ofwhat 
is claimed to be the just and the good. There is a certain irony in the fact 
that, as Eastern Europe dismantles communism and lurches to embrace 
capitalism, the market societies of the West should often be so unclear 
about their own aims and values that they fail to make this distinction 
between the aim of business and the meaning of life. The capitalist 
concern with people as employees or customer is not exactly the same 
as the communist concern with the forging of human personality. Nor 
should it be, because capitalism is not totalitarian. It does not and should 
not pretend that business activities necessarily produce spiritual fulfil- 
ment or even cradle to grave direction. To suggest that business should 
encompass these aims is not to be "ethical" or 'kocially responsible" but 
merely confused. Economics - and business - is not all there is to life. 

"Ethical and so- 
cial responsi- 
bility of business 
is less a busi- 
ness aim than a 
part of business 
strategy. " 
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And unless this distinction is explicitly made, there is a danger, as one 
commentator puts it, of "overloading business with social expectations 
to such an extent that it may be hampered in its actual business activities, 
which must surely be its primary raison d'etre".6 The most fundamental 
concern of those who want to see ethics accounted and in its proper place 
in business must be to identify accurately the business aim and to keep 
any creeping imperialism at bay by constantly bearing in mind what 
business is for. As Charles Handy has said in another context, " ... it is 
the organisation's job to deliver; it is not its job to be everyone's alter- 
native community, providing meaning and work for all for life..."? 

The Aim of Business 

"It is possible to 
ignore stake- 
holders, to sell 
the tawdry to the 
gullible, but only 
if you don't de- 
pend on the re- 
peat business." 

So, what is the aim of business? Essentially, business aims to make 
profits by selling its goods and services so as to make money for the 
owners of the business, to create a return on their investment in the 
long-run. In the process, it will have to consider its relationships with a 
variety of groups who have a stake in the business, and in whose interests 
the business correspondingly has its stake. 

This will, of course, only make sense if the organisation sees itself as 
having a future beyond the end of the week. It is possible to ignore 
stakeholders, to sell the tawdry to the gullible, but only if you don't 
depend on the repeat business. Most businesses, however, assume some 
degree of longevity, if not eternal life and are therefore dependent on 
the creation of loyalty and goodwill just as much as they are on control- 
ling costs or increasing margins. 

Friedman, then, is not entirely mistaken when he pares down the 
business aim to the creation of profits: this, after all, is what differentiates 
business from other forms of social activity, like charity or government. 
What he fails to stress, however, is that dedication to the pursuit of profit 
perse may be counter-productive of the business aim. As one CEO has 
it: 

Do you really imagine that an individual, after being told expli- 
citly and by long example that his company has no responsibility 
to him or to any one else except insofar as it maximises its legal 
profits ... will be of a mind to make a loyal commitment to the 
welfare and progress of his company ... Or do you imagine that 

~~ 
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such a worker ... might be inclined to maximise his own legal 
profits by stretching out the work so that he can get more over- 
time - or perhaps even a little Sunday double-time?' 

The emphasis here is on the importance of the employee in achieving 
the business aim: but similar arguments could be made for the signific- 
ance of customer needs, supplier requirements and of wider community 
interests. Only if all of these are taken into account can the business' 
aim be achieved. 

But is this Ethics? 

But if business acts responsibly only to ensure its own long-term inter- 
ests, is this really ethical? If we only tell the truth, deal fairly, maintain 
confidentiality and keep promises because there is some beneficial 
outcome, is this ethics? Of course, we may not perform all these actions 
only because of the benefits we think they will have but also because we 
believe them to be right. But from the point of view of the business aim, 
it is the action rather than the intention that is significant. Treating an 
employee or supplier fairly and decently is an ethical action. It is simply 
the right thing to do and how or why it is done neither adds to nor detracts 
from its rightness. The manner in which it is done, with pleasure or 
irritation, and the motive, whether altruistic or self-interested, is, from 
the point of view of the right action, neither here nor there. 

Business ethics is concerned with behaviour rather than attitudes, 
with ethical action rather than intention. The aim of business is not itself 
a moral aim. This does not at all mean that its aim is immoral; simply 
that moral action is not the purpose of business; it is not in business to 
make people better moral agents. The business aim is to deliver the 
goods and produce long-term value and the fulfilment of that aim will 
often require ethical action. 

Businesses, as businesses, do not need to be concerned with the 
spiritual status of their employees, but they must be very concerned 
about their actions. Business's interest is in good conduct more than in 
clear consciences. At the end of the day, it is the behaviour of those in 
the business and associated with it that allows it to fulfil its aim or 
otherwise. It is probable that some people in a business will pursue the 
values of the business because they believe them to be morally right and 

"It is the action 
rather than the in- 
tention that is sig- 
nificant. " 

"Business's inter- 
est is in good 
conduct more 
than in clear con- 
sciences. It is the 
behaviour of 
those in the busi- 
ness and associ- 
ated with it that 
allows it to fulfil 
its aim or other- 
wise. " 

8 R. Solomon and K. Hanson, It's Good Business, Atheneum, 1985. 
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that others will simply conform their behaviour to the standards required 
by the organisation. Either way, it is the ethical actions and outcomes 
which are essential for business's practice and results. 

Ethics and the Business Aim 

"The ethical role 
in business is 
simply to ensure 
that business ac- 
tivities are car- 
ried out in an 
ethical way. No 
more and no 
less. " 

"If such a view 
seems to rob ethics 
of some of its mys- 
tique, by bringing it 
down to the practi- 
cal level, this is 
exactly where it 
ought to be." 

Ethics should not claim for business the role of society's white knight, 
endlessly riding in to mop up where families or governments or other 
social structures have failed. If directors get a warm glow of satisfaction 
when they contemplate the munificence of their corporate giving or if 
employees really do feel that they have found the meaning of life in their 
work, so be i t .  But, as I have argued, that is not what business is about, 
nor is it the purpose of ethics in business to encourage such attitudes. 

The fundamental ethical role in business is simply to ensure that 
business activities are carried out in an ethical way. No more and no less. 
Within the business it is to ensure that people know what the business 
expects of them, and do not have to second guess the system. This will 
not only make them more inclined to be loyal and supportive, but the 
time they might spend protecting their backs in an unethical environ- 
ment will be saved for more productive activity. 

Outside the business, an ethical approach gives customer, suppliers, 
the local community and others, the certainty that their interests will be 
taken into account in a continuing way through the systems developed 
to implement the business values. In these ways, an ethical approach 
makes an important contribution, both internally and externally, to the 
business's achievement of its commercial aim. 

To set business ethics in the context of the aim of business then, is 
itself neither unethical nor overly instrumental. Rather it is correctly to 
identify the quite realistic and absolutely central role that ethics plays in 
business practice. And if such a view seems to rob ethics of some of its 
mystique, by bringing it down to the practical level of everyday decision- 
making, that is all to the good, for this is exactly where i t  ought to be. 

Elizabeth Vallance is Visiting Professor in Politics ut Queen Mury and 
Westfield College, London. 
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