J Bus Ethics (2017) 145:701-709
DOI 10.1007/s10551-016-3118-6

=
@ CrossMark

The Common Good of the Firm and Humanistic Management:
Conscious Capitalism and Economy of Communion

Sandrine Frémeaux' - Grant Michelson>

Received: 25 July 2015/ Accepted: 6 March 2016/ Published online: 16 March 2016

© Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2016

Abstract Businesses have long been admonished for
being unduly focused on the pursuit of profit. However,
there are some organizations whose purpose is not exclu-
sively economic to the extent that they seek to constitute
common good. Building on Christian ethics as a starting
point, our article shows how the pursuit of the common
good of the firm can serve as a guide for humanistic
management. It provides two principles that humanistic
management can attempt to implement: first, that com-
munity good is a condition for the realization of personal
good, and second, that community good can only be pro-
moted if it is oriented towards personal good. To better
understand which community good can favor personal
good and how it can be achieved, we examine two recent
humanistic movements—Conscious Capitalism and Econ-
omy of Communion—that strive to participate in the
common good. From the analysis of these two movements,
we identify a shared managerial willingness to adopt the
two principles. Moreover, we also reveal that Conscious
Capitalism and Economy of Communion present different
ways of linking community good and personal good, and
therefore, different means exist for firms to participate in
the common good.
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Introduction

Business organizations have often been accused of exces-
sive and uncompromised focus on the pursuit of profit and
obscuring the social and spiritual dimensions of their
members who seek to participate in a community and give
meaning to their actions (Sandelands 2009). Yet there are
some organizations and movements whose purpose is not
exclusively economic (Abela 2001; Argandona 1998;
O’Brien 2009; Sison 2007). Such organizations and
movements might be associated with terms including social
business, Conscious Capitalism, Economy of Communion,
value-based organizations, liberation or transformational
management, and so on. Unsurprisingly, these organiza-
tions and movements have very different orientations
related to their values and history, with part of the reason
why their leaders expand the focus beyond a purely utility-
driven approach being a common humanistic desire to
place the dignity of the individual above all other values.

Such organizations and movements do not only pursue a
common interest, that could justify the sacrifice of the
inalienable rights of individuals (Melé 2009, p. 235), or at
least, could lead in taking measures for the survival of the
company, even if the fundamental purpose of the business
or its organizational conditions did not conform to the
common good. They also endeavor to generate a common
good that is not exclusively economic. Based on the
Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition and Catholic Social
Thought (CST), the concept of common good is defined as
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“the sum total of social conditions which allow people,
either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfillment
more fully and more easily” (Pontifical Commission of
Justice and Peace 2004, para 164). The ethics literature
adopts similar definitions of common good as a set of
conditions, economic, social, moral and spiritual, that
favors personal fulfillment. For instance, Messner defines
the common good as “that order of society in which every
member enjoys the possibility of realizing his true self by
participating in the effects of the cooperation of all”
(Messner 1965, p. 124). According to Finnis (1986, p. 165),
the common good includes “such an ensemble of condi-
tions which enhance the opportunity of flourishing for all
members of a community.” Thus, regardless of the defi-
nition used, the concept of common good proposes a subtle
interaction between community good and personal good.

Focusing specifically on organizations, Sison and Fon-
trodona (2012, 2013) use the notion of the common good of
the firm to evoke this particular relationship between
community good and personal good. When referring to the
firm, common good is “intrinsic, social and practical”
(Sison and Fontrodona 2013, p. 612), and these scholars
define the common good of the firm as collaborative work
(Sison and Fontrodona 2013, p. 614). Our article is based
on this first theoretical concept, the common good of the
firm, whereby humanistic firms seek to participate in
community good since it allows each individual to also
fully accomplish their personal good.

We also draw on a second theoretical concept, that of
humanistic management (Acevedo 2012; Cortright and
Naughton 2002; Melé 2003, 2009; Melé and Schlag 2015;
Schlag 2012; Sison 2007; Spitzeck 2011), that is based on
the same premise that humanistic firms pursue a continuous
and permanent interaction between community develop-
ment and personal development. Melé (2003) defines
humanistic management “as a management that emphasizes
the human condition and is oriented to the development of
human virtue, in all its forms, to its fullest extent” (p. 79).

This article concurs with Sison and Fontrodona’s (2013)
suggestion that research should show that the common
good of the firm is not only an appealing idea but also a
feasible and practical reality. Therefore, we seek to
demonstrate how “an operational managerial paradigm
(can) be designed based on the new anthropological,
political, economic and ethical premises that the common
good supplies” (Sison and Fontrodona 2012, p. 241). While
this recommendation is challenging given the recognized
difficulty in making common good a concrete principle for
action (see Deissenberg and Alvarez 2002; De Bettignies
and Lépineux 2009), we nonetheless consider it meritori-
ous and worthy of investigation.

The research question informing this study is how can
the common good of the firm serve as a guide for
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humanistic management? To help address this, we focus on
two recent humanistic movements—Conscious Capitalism
and Economy of Communion—to more clearly delineate
how the common good of the firm can be implemented in
practice. These two movements have been selected because
they both try to contribute to the common good on various
levels including economically, socially, morally, and spir-
itually. Our contribution is therefore to provide, firstly,
some clear guidance to business leaders seeking to enact
the notion of the common good in their firms, and sec-
ondly, to show that different pathways of implementing the
common good are inherently plausible.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows: The
next section considers how the pursuit of the common good
of the firm encourages managers to reflect on the question
of the proximity and the interaction between community
good and personal good. We then observe that the 2013
apostolic exhortation by Pope Francis entitled Evangelii
Gaudium can assist business managers by giving them
relevant managerial principles. To examine how human-
istic management can in practice link community good and
personal good, the following sections draw on the existing
empirical and conceptual analyses of two humanistic
movements—Conscious Capitalism and Economy of
Communion—which seek to contribute to the common
good in all its dimensions. We contend that humanistic
management is necessarily confronted by the question of
choosing the nature of the interaction between community
good and personal good. We endeavor to better understand
why the two different movements pursuing the common
good provide a different response to this question. We
conclude by identifying the implications of our study and
some additional areas of future research.

Common Good of the Firm: Proximity
and Interaction Between Community Good
and Personal Good

Since the common good of the firm can guide managerial
action by suggesting a judicious link between community
good and personal good, we present in turn an analysis of the
proximity and the interaction between these two concepts.

Proximity between Community Good and Personal
Good

The common good of the firm is rooted in a personalist
approach in which the individual cannot find fulfillment
uniquely in him- or herself, and without regard to his being
“with” and “for” others (Pontifical Commission of Justice
and Peace 2004, para 165). In other words, it is based on
the assumption that the flourishing of the community can
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also enhance the well-being of the individuals in that
community (O’Brien 2009). The personalist approach is
strongly supported by Mounier (1970). This philosopher
denounces the rules of impersonality whereby the world of
“he” is one of individualism, and the world of “one” is
characterized by indifference, anonymity, lack of ideas,
and opinions. In the realm of impersonality, there are no
fellow human beings but only interchangeable individuals,
who are centered only on themselves. The person is in fact
both a center of initiatives and of freedom, and a decen-
tralized being oriented towards other persons. Therefore,
Mounier’s framework considers the collective context in
which the person has to build him- or herself. All human
phenomena are primarily collective. It is not that the “we”
is the only object of analysis for the philosopher; rather, the
“I” and the “you” described by Buber (1937) are capable
of meeting in dialogue and communication. Together, they
form the “we,” which is the community.

According to personalism, all existence is co-existence
which means people exist fundamentally alongside and
with others. The human being can find fulfillment not in the
development of a “having for him- or herself,” but in the
pursuit of a community good. Rooted in this anthropolog-
ical reality, the common good of the firm involves active
search for community good and personal good. These two
concepts are not only close in proximity to each other, but
they also interact as the following section illustrates.

Interaction Between Community Good and Personal
Good

Based on the common good which is defined as a set of
conditions allowing groups and individuals to reach ful-
fillment, the concept of the common good of the firm refers
to the following two linkages between community good
and personal good: (i) community good is a condition for
the realization of personal good and (ii) community good
can only be promoted if it favors personal good.

With regard to the first link—that community good is a
condition for the realization of personal good—we refer to
the work of Thomas Aquinas and Simone Weil. Both of
these Christian philosophers have made the association
between community good and personal good without
opposing or separating them. Aquinas in the thirteenth
century, and a follower of Aristotle’s ethics, highlighted
how the production of goods and services ensuring the
subsistence of human beings and of the societies in which
they live helps “to remove idleness, to curb concupis-
cence and to help the poor” (Aquinas 1947, question 187,
article 3). From producing goods and services that was
previously considered an act of servitude, Aquinas moves
towards visioning work as a source of freedom, since
people free themselves from certain desires or learn to

defer their accomplishments. In the early twentieth cen-
tury, Weil, in her book entitled Gravity and Grace pub-
lished only in 1952, emphasized that producing and
distributing valued goods and services (through organi-
zations) is a special opportunity for human beings to meet
societal needs and thus constitutes a place of spiritual
fulfillment (Weil 1952a). In Needs for Roots, also pub-
lished in English in 1952, Weil explicitly establishes the
link between community good and personal good by
explaining that the human being can benefit from personal
development and can even claim a properly human life if
he or she is rooted in a community that pursues the
common good (Weil 1952b). For Weil, as for Aquinas, the
search for community good is the means of achieving
personal good.

For the second link—that community good can only be
promoted if it is oriented towards personal good—we again
make the reference to Sison and Fontrodona (2012) who
described the personal good of the different members of the
organization as “the opportunity to acquire and develop
skills, virtues and meaning” (p. 239). Thus, the personal
good of the different members of the firm is not restricted
to the development of their skills. To avoid such a reduc-
tionist view of personal good, these scholars also refer to
the development of meaning and virtues. This does not
mean, however, that managers have to achieve an “ethical
dressage” by stating a predefined meaning of work or by
imposing virtues that are considered to be essential. It only
means that the process of giving meaning (May et al.
2004), like the exercise of virtues (MacIntyre 1981), may
be the result not of an isolated managerial decision but of a
habitual personal state fostered by management. This is
precisely the objective of humanistic management that not
only considers employees as well as managers in terms of
skills, but also primarily as persons seeking meaning and
virtue.

Humanistic Management and Evangelii Gaudium

Humanistic management initiates a virtuous cycle based on
recognizing the existential and the moral need to partici-
pate in the common good of the firm by choosing a com-
munity good which is a means of achieving personal good
and which is also oriented towards personal good. How is it
possible to favor a dynamic and positive relationship
between community good and personal good? Which forms
of community good favor personal good? We refer to the
2013 apostolic exhortation entitled Evangelii Gaudium for
helpful insights. Specifically, this exhortation proposes four
principles to help managers to make the right choice of
community good and to usefully draw the link between
community good and personal good:
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e the principle of long-term commitment (time is greater
than space);

e the totality principle (the whole is greater than the part);

e the principle of unity (unity prevails over conflict); and

e the principle of reality (realities are more important
than ideas).

That time is greater than space (the principle of long-
term commitment) means that long-term commitments are
greater than short-term actions. This principle invites
managers “to work slowly but surely, without being
obsessed with immediate results” (Evangelii Gaudium
2013, para 223). It deserves to be analyzed in the light of
the dialectic of ends and means; that profit, and capital or
technological development are explicitly posed as instru-
ments for human development (Pontifical Commission of
Justice and Peace 2004, para 277). Therefore, economic
and technological development are not considered as an
evil or a lesser evil but can be rehabilitated as necessary
instruments to serve a transcendent purpose—the devel-
opment and flourishing of the human person.

Secondly, the claim that the whole is greater than the part
(the totality principle) invites human communities “to
broaden our horizons and see the greater good which will
benefit us” (Evangelii Gaudium 2013, para 235). Barnes
(1984) has previously underlined the superiority of the
whole to the part. This means that “the common good of any
community is embedded in the common good of larger
community (so that) the common good of a business firm
should be consistent with the common good of society”
(Melé 2009, p. 235). Consequently, managers can become
more aware of the plurality of the dimensions of the common
good—economic, social and ethical—previously high-
lighted by Fessard (1944). These include the sharing of the
good (public service, commons); the commonality of the
common good (equality of access to common goods); and
the good of the common good (nature and balance of the
relationship between the individual and the community). In
his analysis, Melé (2009) added the environmental dimen-
sion and therefore relied on four dimensions to define the
common good: the economic conditions that allows every-
one to enjoy a reasonable level of well-being; organizational
conditions which permit respect for human freedom, justice,
and solidarity; socio-cultural values shared in a community,
including respect for human dignity and human rights in
connection with personalism; and environmental conditions
that aim to maintain appropriate living conditions for current
and future generations (see Melé 2009, p. 236). The common
good concept has, for this reason, evolved during recent
economic and environmental crises. It not only covers a
consideration of the inalienable rights of human beings, but
it is now also defined by strong consideration for equity and
social justice, and environmental issues.
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Thirdly, the idea that unity prevails over conflict (the
principle of unity) shows that it is important to confront
conflicts and to overcome them: “Conflict cannot be
ignored or concealed. It has to be faced” (Evangelii Gau-
dium 2013, para 226). The risk highlighted by much con-
temporary business literature is to ignore conflict or to
exacerbate conflict by focusing on personal and interper-
sonal issues. Rather, humanistic management seeks to
resolve difficulties by looking for a unified vision of the
common good.

Finally, the notion that realities are more important than
ideas (the principle of reality) refutes the numerous denials
of reality. The danger lies in focusing on profit or perceived
corporate image on behalf of a community necessity by
concealing the actual personal situation of relevant stake-
holders. Managers can avoid this denial of reality by
adopting a realistic outlook on what human beings really
do and by fostering a dialogue between realities and ideas:
“There has to be continuous dialogue between the two, lest
ideas become detached from realities” (Evangelii Gaudium
2013, para 231).

Thus, we contend that Catholic Social Thought (CST)
provides useful guidance to humanistic managers encour-
aging them to develop a long-term, broad, unified, and
realistic vision of the common good. In practice, how can
humanistic management adhere to this view and identify
more precisely the interaction between community good
and personal good? At this point, we turn to analyze two
specific and recent movements in which managers have
attempted to improve their participation in the common
good.

Two Humanistic Movements: Conscious
Capitalism and Economy of Communion

Both Conscious Capitalism and Economy of Communion
seem highly capable of constituting common good in that
these movements aspire to pursue long-term, broad, unified,
and realistic objectives for the benefit of all stakeholders.
Conscious Capitalism, cited by some as a major trend
for many years to come (Aburdene 2005) and popularized
by John Mackey, founder of Whole Foods Market, is based
on the level of consciousness of individuals who adopt
higher goals and choose wiser and more effective opera-
tional practices oriented towards stakeholders. Southwest
Airlines, Google, Costco, Nordstrom, and UPS are among
many of the well-known and high-profile companies that
are managed by the principles of Conscious Capitalism. In
academic terms, it was originally structured through the
Conscious Capitalism Institute within Bentley University
in Boston (but has now extended well beyond this in terms
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of global influence), and there is a growing literature in the
area (e.g., Sisodia 2011; Sisodia et al. 2011; Mackey and
Sisodia 2013). Conscious Capitalism acknowledges the
role of the spiritual dimension in the organization but does
not specify any explicit connection to any particular reli-
gion and retains a sufficiently vague vocabulary to cover all
types of personal convictions. Not based on dogma or an
act of faith, the spirituality of Conscious Capitalism is
rather a spirituality of immanence—or a feeling of eter-
nity—(Sisodia 2011), although some writers do refer to a
spirituality of transcendence—or relationship with God
(see Aburdene 2005). Whatever the underlying religious or
spiritual convictions, Conscious Capitalism has four tenets
encouraging workers to give meaning to their work: spir-
ituality-evolved, self-effacing servant leaders; a conscious
culture; a stakeholder orientation; and a higher purpose, or
one that transcends profit maximization.

The second movement that is examined—Economy of
Communion—emerged from the intuition of Chiara
Lubich, founder of Focolare Movement Christian, when
confronted with glaring contrasts between extreme poverty
and great wealth in the city of Sao Paulo in Brazil (Bruni
2002; Bruni and Zamagni 2004; Gold 2004, 2010; Lubich
2001; Pelligra and Ferrucci 2004). With clear and explicit
reference to Catholic spirituality and the notion of com-
munion (Bruni and Uelmen 2006; Bruni and Smerilli
2009), this movement has the objective, through the shar-
ing of profits and an ethical and responsible system, of
participating in the common good. Firms or companies
adhering to Economy of Communion can today be found in
many countries and across diverse sectors. Survey research
conducted in Italy in 2009 (see Baldarelli 2011) and an in-
depth case study (Argiolas et al. 2010) reveal its charac-
teristic features. The Economy of Communion site pro-
vides a thorough analysis of managerial practices on the
basis of leaders’ testimonies, theses, research papers, and
conferences.! Managerial practices are described in a
document entitled “Guidelines to Running an Economy of
Communion Business” (GECB 2011), which is both an
attempt to express the initial project and a synthesis of
many Economy of Communion entrepreneurs’ practices. A
recent book from Gallagher and Buckeye (2014) also
addresses the business practices of the Economy of
Communion.

These two movements—Conscious Capitalism and
Economy of Communion—are forms of private gover-
nance and are only possible in a market economy.

' Our coverage of data included eight entrepreneurs’ testimonies, one
academic thesis and 51 research theses, 27 conference presentations
(Brasilia, 25-29 May 2011; Paris, 10 September 2011; Paris, 17
October 2013; Aix-en-Provence, 21 January 2012), 20 presentations
at the UNESCO conference (2008), four reports on the Economy of
Communion, and three essays.

Consequently, neither movement has the goal of being
generalized through coercion, and they are only possible if
they ensure the economic survival and development of the
firm. They result from a shared desire to target forms of
good other than exclusively economic ones, and both
movements seem to pursue (i) community good as a con-
dition for the realization of personal good and (ii) personal
good as the objective of community good. These two
objectives are examined in turn. We then explore some
particular tensions between forms of community good that
the two movements are confronted with and how these
might be overcome.

Community Good as a Condition for the Realization
of Personal Good

Conscious Capitalism leaders pursue long-term, broad,
unified and realistic objectives by responding to real soci-
etal needs through the choice and the quality of their
products and services, and by practicing philanthropy. To
respond to the actual needs of society, these firms make
deliberate and carefully thought choices about the higher
purpose they set themselves. They strive though their main
activity to behave like responsible citizens addressing some
of the problems that communities are struggling with on a
local, national, and global basis. To ensure the quality of
products and services, Conscious Capitalism managers
affirm their adherence to sobriety which consists of
choosing suppliers by giving great importance to the cri-
teria of quality and minimizing marketing and communi-
cation expenses (Sisodia 2011; Sisodia et al. 2011). The
reduction in marketing and communication expenses calls
for a refocusing of marketing on the service to customers.
According to Mackey and Sisodia (2013, p. 82), great
marketing is about improving customers’ well-being by
understanding and satisfying their most important life-af-
firming needs. For this reason, the well-being of customers
is treated as an end and not just a means to profits, and
customers are more thought of as friends or guests than
consumers or clients (Mackey and Sisodia 2013,
pp. 76=77). Philanthropy is also used to achieve broad
organizational objectives and constitutes a major compo-
nent of conscious business. Most Conscious Capitalism
firms have a policy of donating from between 5 to 10
percent of their profits to non-profit organizations.

These two higher purposes—a contribution to societal
needs through the choice and the quality of goods and
services, and philanthropy—are also central in the Econ-
omy of Communion movement, which gives particular
consideration to the choice of products or services and the
way they are delivered, not only to respect contractual
obligations but also “to evaluate the effects of its products
on the well-being of people and the environment to which
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they are destined” (GECB 2011, note 3). The managers
and leaders of Economy of Communion businesses have a
vision of being good by offering products that are truly
good and services that truly serve (Gallagher and Buckeye
2014).

Economy of Communion also makes profit the instru-
ment of a larger and more active solidarity. Firms sub-
scribing to Economy of Communion commit themselves to
solving social problems, not only through their business
operations but also by the profits they generate. Indeed,
business profits are used for three goals: financing the
development of the business itself; spreading the culture of
communion by means of media or conferences; and help-
ing people in need and reducing poverty, most often those
living in close proximity to the Economy of Communion
organization. The aid to the most deprived people is used to
fund, for example, education scholarships, housing devel-
opments, emergency assistance for families in difficulty,
and collective projects promoted by the most deprived
themselves (Gold 2004, 2010). Recipients are encouraged
to find a way to make sure that monies allocated to them
will also help others, sharing with people who are more
deprived than them or giving work to people around them.
The movement refers less to philanthropy than to a culture
of sharing in which each person gives and receives in equal
dignity. As Lubich (2007) explicitly observed, the Econ-
omy of Communion “is not based upon the philanthropy of
a few, but rather upon sharing, where each one gives and
receives with equal dignity in the context of a relationship
of genuine reciprocity” (p. 277).

Personal Good as the Objective of Community Good

Management of Conscious Capitalism is aimed at
increasing employees’ trust (Aburdene 2005; Sisodia et al.
2011, pp. 48-65, 75, 87). The way used to improve
employees’ confidence is to help them give meaning to
their work. To do so, in addition to a deliberate approach to
compensation based on internal equity (Mackey and Siso-
dia 2013, p. 93; Sisodia et al. 2011, pp. 79-80, 83), par-
ticipative and delegative practices, informal leadership
(Neville 2008; Mackey and Sisodia 2013, p. 240), flexible
working time arrangements, and a culture of conciliation
(Sisodia et al. 2011, pp. 79-80), these humanistic organi-
zations stimulate not only extrinsic motivation symbolized
by the carrot-and-stick approach but also intrinsic moti-
vation. This means “hiring talented and capable people
who are also personally committed to the company’s pur-
pose and their work” (Mackey and Sisodia 2013, p. 89).
For Economy of Communion, the objective is to
develop management practices consistent with the values
of communion, and tools called “instruments of commu-
nion” (Argiolas 2009). Economy of Communion takes up
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many human resource management (HRM) and general
management practices existing in other humanistic
economies such as participative styles of management,
development of training, quality of work life, low wage
differentials, attention to all relevant stakeholders, respect
for the environment, and priority to safeguarding and,
where possible, the creation of employment. But Economy
of Communion also refers to a specific purpose, one that
promotes friendship as a virtue (Bruni and Uelmen 2006,
p. 668). The development of friendship within these firms
is fostered by a culture of giving that makes work a gift to
receive and to offer.

Overcoming Tensions Between Forms
of Community Good

The two humanistic movements are confronted with ten-
sions between the different forms of community good: a
contribution to societal needs through the choice and the
quality of goods and services, and philanthropy. Indeed,
Conscious Capitalism and Economy of Communion both
seek to respond to customers’ real needs and to aid other
communities through a redistribution of profit (see also
Byron 1988, pp. 526-527). Tensions may therefore arise
when firms choose to respond to customers’ real needs (for
example, sustainable quality of products and services, and
rigorous selection of suppliers), since they could run the
risk of having less profit to redistribute in the short term. In
the long term, this tension may be more easily overcome in
the sense that sobriety also implies a reduction in market-
ing and communication expenses and in staff turnover
rates, leading to increased profit. If, in some cases, being
too philanthropic would put the business firm at risk, our
analysis of the two humanistic movements reveals a com-
mon conviction that intelligent corporate philanthropy can
be beneficial to the corporation, its stakeholders, and wider
society. Both movements propose one specific way of
overcoming this tension: giving priority to the correct
functioning of the firm and to its core activity (Mackey and
Sisodia 2013, p. 125), or what the Economy of Communion
refers to as the primacy of wealth creation over redistri-
bution (Gallagher and Buckeye 2014, p. 186). The Econ-
omy of Communion business firms specifically involve its
workers in community projects they can support and ben-
efit from (Bruni and Uelmen 2006, pp. 653-657).

Discussion

The above analysis has demonstrated that there is no single
humanistic managerial model, nor even a single way of
expressing the common good of the firm. Conscious Cap-
italism and Economy of Communion adopt different ways
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of linking community good and personal good. We propose
a number of explanations that helps account for this
diversity in pathways towards the common good.

First, Conscious Capitalism and Economy of Commu-
nion concern structures of different sizes, cultures, and
characteristics. Conscious Capitalism can be found mainly
in pre-existing large organizations in which the leadership
typically wishes to raise meaning, confidence and spiritual
conscience among its members. Economy of Communion,
on the other hand, tends to concern small structures, usu-
ally in the area of craft work or services, and whose
leadership seeks to enhance the logic of gift in the context
of business (for a discussion of gift, see Frémeaux and
Michelson 2011).

Another part of the explanation in their difference lies in
the choice of stakeholders. Argandona (1998) found it
important “to consider what kind of social relations the
company (and its internal members) maintain with the
various internal and external stakeholders, in order to
identify the common of the society thus defined, and the
rights and duties that emanate from the common good” (p.
1099). Certainly, the two movements adopt the broadest
conception of stakeholders: that they are any group or
individual who may affect or be affected by the obtainment
of the company’s goals (Freeman 1984, p. 25), stakehold-
ers no longer with an interest in the company (Argandona
1998), and those who participate in the good. In other
words, this approach by humanistic organizations is based
less on an “economism-based business ethos” than on a
“humanist business ethos, which tries to see business
enterprises in their human wholeness” (Melé 2012, p. 90),
which revolves around growing human communities. Thus,
Conscious Capitalism and Economy of Communion con-
sider shareholders, managers, employees, suppliers, cus-
tomers, and competitors as relevant stakeholders. In these
two movements, even competitors are thought of as allies
in striving for a win—-win relationship and mutual excel-
lence (Gallagher and Buckeye 2014; Mackey and Sisodia
2013). However, some of the Economy of Communion
organizations extend the firm’s responsibility to the most
deprived members of society. We do not infer that the gift
to competitors (mergers, acquisitions or other agreements)
or the gift to the poor (sharing of profits and employment
possibilities for disadvantaged persons) constitute duties
for all firms that choose to participate in the common good,
but they may be key components of the common good of
the firm.

Table 1 synthesizes the main features of Conscious
Capitalism and Economy of Communion. It does not reflect
the diversity and inherent complexity of the actual eco-
nomic and social situation of each organization, but it does
underline the main trends that can be identified from extant
literature, conferences, reports, and testimonies.

Therefore, by explicitly showing that there are alterna-
tive pathways of contributing to the common good, we also
observe that humanistic management seeking common
good is necessarily confronted with the question of iden-
tifying the exact interaction between community good and
personal good. This inherent tension in seeking common
good complements other tensions that affect all the firms.

Firstly, all business leaders can be divided between the
model of a rational definition of objectives centered on
productivity and efficiency, and the model of human rela-
tionships focused on the development of human resources
and internal harmony (Abela 2001; Denison et al. 1995;
Quinn and Rohrbaugh 1981). Secondly, all firms may face
the tensions that oppose ethics expressed by the founders
and ethical standards that are implemented within the
subscribing organizations. Fyke and Buzzanell (2013), for
example, explain the phenomenon not only by a lack of
awareness of ethical dilemmas but also by noting that
ethical consciousness does not necessarily generate ethical
behavior.

As we have contended, firms seeking the common good
also confront tensions between the different forms of
community good, responding to societal needs through the
production of goods and services, and philanthropy. When
firms are not capable of including all the relevant stake-
holders, the priority might be to strengthen internal com-
munity dynamics that respond at the same time to the
employees’ needs to be useful to society and to their need
to fulfill themselves.

Conclusion

Our position is that the common good of the firm helps
scholars and practitioners to think positively about the role
of business in society. Whereas corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR) might lead us to consider the social and
environmental indicators as moderators of an economic
logic, the common good of the firm integrates this eco-
nomic logic more easily since it attributes an instrumental
function to it. Avoiding the dominant anthropological
inversion that profit is the purpose and restoring human
development is the goal (Abela 2001; O’Brien 2009), the
common good of the firm helps managers to move away
from an exclusive view of profit. But at the same time, it
enables them to give value to the economic dimension and
to connect it with the social, ethical, and environmental
dimensions. The concept of the common good of the firm
may be more demanding and consistent than corporate
social responsibility, insofar as it implies that business
organizations’ main activity is to contribute to a real
societal good as opposed to an apparent good (Alford and
Naughton 2002). The common good of the firm may be
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Table 1 Comparative summary of the main features of Conscious Capitalism and Economy of Communion

Conscious capitalism

Economy of communion

Popularized by John Mackey

Theorized mainly by Abuderne (2005) and Sisodia

(2011)

Spiritual objective Consciousness

Community good as a
condition for the
realization of personal

good to non-profit organizations

Personal good as the
objective of community
good

Overcoming tensions
between forms of
community good

Explaining the differences

customers and even competitors

Contribution to societal needs through the choice
and the quality of goods and services
Philanthropy: a policy of donating part of the profit

Emphasis on meaning (intrinsic motivation)

Priority given to the firm’s core activity

Broad conception of stakeholders including
shareholders, managers, employees, suppliers,

Conceived by Chiara Lubich

Theorized mainly by Bruni (2002), Bruni and Zamagni
(2004)

Communion

Provision of goods that are truly good and services that
truly serve

Culture of sharing: a policy of helping people in real need
and in reducing societal poverty

Emphasis on virtue (friendship, culture of giving)

Primacy of wealth creation over redistribution

Proximity-related community projects

Broad conception of stakeholders including shareholders,
managers, employees, suppliers, customers and even
competitors. In addition, has a focus on the most deprived
people in society

also different from liberation management (Laloux 2014;
Peters 1992) as the former positions community develop-
ment as a means of liberating persons within organizations,
whereas the latter often considers personal liberation as a
means of achieving community development. Therefore,
we do not restrict the common good of the firm to col-
laborative work. We propose a broader definition of this
concept. We suggest that the common good of the firm
gives the possibility for a human community of all relevant
stakeholders to collaborate, through the realization of
humanistic management that makes the community good
the means of the personal development of each member.
The two humanistic movements discussed in this article
are relatively recent, and, as such, our analysis was pri-
marily based on the founders’ discourses and other sources.
This may inadvertently have led to a focus on the entre-
preneurial and managerial intention and not the real and
full consequences of the action. It would be unwise to
consider intentionality as the only criterion for analyzing
the common good of the firm. In our view, however, there
would be an even greater danger in making the common
good of the firm a guide for managerial action but over-
looking the primary role of the firm’s leaders. Middle and
lower-level managers as well as other employees could
suffer from some of the tensions we have highlighted
especially in cases when the most senior leaders of the firm
would not be supportive. That is why we propose more
research that could provide in-depth case studies to help us
better understand the character but also the intentions of the
humanistic firms’ leaders. In this article, we have demon-
strated that the peculiarity of humanistic management lies
in the ability to identify more precisely the nature of the

@ Springer

interaction between community good and personal good.
Thus, future research could investigate what types of
humanistic leadership practices and styles help managers to
link community good and personal good, and therefore
fully participate in the common good.
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