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« Generous » from the Webster dictionary: « liberal in giving or sharing, unselfish »; One says “generous with his time and his money”, “generous towards the poor”, “generous heart”…  Beyond these definitions, I would also say, that in “generosity” there is the concept of giving something which one has, without expecting anything back. Can this apply to business??

These definitions and examples indicate that this word and the concept it carries, applies to human characteristics, to characters, behaviours, attitudes. Basically it addresses itself to a person, to the ability of a person to allocate, give what it has, be it his or her time, his or her money, his or her power… somebody you can meet, somebody who can make personal choices.

Business, again from the Webster dictionary: “commercial or industrial enterprise”. The question therefore is: “Can an enterprise be generous?”

Well first, I have personally never met an enterprise! Have you? I have met people but not an enterprise! Enterprise as such is an impersonal, immaterial concept. So really, can the question be addressed to an enterprise?? To be frank, I do not believe so, at least in the common understanding of this question. 

Let’s face it, before anything an enterprise, business, is a tool to innovate, produce and sell in an open world where others are doing so. Its paramount duty is and will remain to be competitive. In a highly competitive world particularly as it has become with the globalization, the only way to be competitive is to be focused in the utilisation of its financial resources and I dare say of its human resources. I know that in saying so I am not “politically correct” and particularly here. But this is the truth!

Furthermore, I believe that asking such a question is also a way to escape the personal responsibility of the persons. Is it to the enterprise to be generous or should it not be the persons, who are obtaining personal financial or other resources from the enterprise, be it the shareholders but also the employees, who should be asked: can they be generous? This is for me a key question and I would say a key worry. We are more and more in our societies asking the companies to substitute themselves to the absence of certain attitudes and behaviours of persons. Isn’t this too easy? Isn’t this a way to sustain a general loss of personal responsibility?
Behind generosity there is the attitude to care for the situation of others and for those, one is directly in relationship with. There may be there one field where one could speak about generosity for business as indeed business, but more precisely the business leaders who are the one who shape the attitudes and behaviors of a company, could do without considering it.

I am there thinking about the consequences of the business activity on all the stakeholders of the company.

This is the basic concept of what is now widely known as CSR: Corporate Social Responsibility whereby the owners and the management of a company consider that the end of the company is not just to make profit but to live up to its responsibilities towards all those who can be influenced by the company behavior in the three fields of economy, environment and society.
Indeed Benedict XVI explains that there is “a growing conviction that business management cannot concern itself only with the interests of the proprietors, but must also assume responsibility for all the other stakeholders who contribute to the life of the business”… But he does also argue that business ethic and corporate social responsibility are at times in contradiction with the Church’s social doctrine. When for example they disconnect from humanity’s creation “in the image of God”, they fail to appreciate “the inviolable dignity of the human person and the transcendent value of natural moral norms”. When business ethic and corporate social responsibility are not grounded in the deep soil of human culture, they will be prone to instrumentalist and utilitarian constructs which fail to promote integral human development within business. Could we consider as a sign of generosity to have this deep concern for the human finality while deploying Corporate Social Responsibility? 

Another field we could consider could be subsidiarity as a mode of management. Indeed the subsidiarity principle when developed as a base of a management system is based on accepting the risk of the decision of the lower level. This is the essence of respecting the inviolable dignity of the person but it does imply a fundamental trust from the upper levels. This fundamental trust from the higher level could also be seen as a sign of generosity.

But, let’s face it, generosity is based on gratuity: receiving to give without any expectation to receive back. These management decisions, be it done with the genuine concern of others, have a goal: to enhance the efficiency of the company, otherwise they should not be taken. So can we really talk about generosity when considering them??

I realize that my approach is somewhat provocative as it tends to conclude that business cannot be generous because again I believe “generosity” applies to individual personal choices and not to impersonal structures.
