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PECIAL EN IDIOMA 

íhe great challenge ahead is for business and other 
world leaders to fit the corporation in to asociety that no 
longer will bein a mood to draw Sharp borderlines between 

PRIVATE AND PUBLIC 
ENTERPRISE 

IN THE 1980s: 
A FUZZY BOUNDARY BETWEEN 

I ANDRE VAN DAM 

1. t WIII rsqwe a concerted plan of action by the private and public sectors to 
restore squilibrium in the highly uncertain business environment. Society is in 
atestymood. ttsthresholdoftoleranceisincessanttysinking. Strong-throatsd 
minorities are demanding more from their institutions-including govem- 
ments and business corporations-than the latter can supply at a wst the 
former are willing to defray. 

Some of the distant early warning signals pcint lo a society that gradually 



draws hazier boundaries between what is in essence private and what is 
strictly public. It is crucial to know whether private enterprise can work in the 
public interast-as the public perceives its interest. Also, in a world where 
private and public institutions grow mora interdepsndent every year. can they 
maintain the once razorsharp borderlines that separated them? 

Ever since the petroleum crisis, interdependence bstween the producers 
and consumers of stratagic resources has been acknowledged. The 1980s 
may sea a not toa dissimilar mutual dependency emerge between the 
stakeholders in the módem carporatiin: owners, management, employees, 
suppliers, clients, and-last but not least-the community at large. 

Such a reciprocal dependence is bound to conduce to cwperation be- 
tween othenvise rivaling entities, bs they governments or business firms. 
Mutual depandency implies a certain diffusion of power. which likely will tend 
ta flatten the hierarchy insida the business corporation. If good business 
decisions are to add up to sound social choices, private and public interests 
are bound to converge in scma time horizon. 

New. in mid-1976, this goal seems far away. Only a year ago, the chief 
executive officen of two of Europe’s salisnt transnatkmal corporations pro- 
posed to scoresof their international peers to jointly establish aresearch and 
informatttn center. It was to operate in juxtaposition to othar such cantars to 
be established in New York City (United Nations), Mexiw (Latin America). 
and Havanna (Third World). 

Managements cold-shouldered the proposition in what 7he Economist 
called afatefuldacision. In the 1980s. however, neither thewmpetitive nature 
of the marketplace northe proprietary character of rasearch and development 
will preclude such cooperation. It will be evident then that antitrust kgislation, 
first enacted a cantury earlier for fear of insufficient competition, may well be 
amendad to guard against the evits OI inadequate cooperation. 

This generation graw up believing that the role of privata anterprisa was 
to create wealth, with government an interestad party in 1s squitabledistribu- 
tion. The facts of life today are that every year government accounts for a 
greater portion of the gross national product. and private enterprise is called 
upan to put its managerial capabilities to work for distributive pwposas. To 
argue that kgislation must soive this riddle is to ignore that the law cannot 
anticipate understarufing. 

What is needad is fresh thinking on-and understanding of-ths pur- 
pose of private enterprise. Though “private,” it is still owned by “the public” 
and therefore is more than avar in tt!e public limelight as to how it performs in 
the public interest. But lo cciweive of private snterprise as baing in the public 
interest will require nothing less than a novel set of business ethics. 

This thesis. of COU~SB. risks being diunissed summarily as the fruit of 
utopian thinking, another by-product of ths dreamers of a naw intemational 
economic arder. I have therefore selected at random four areas- 
employment, technology, advertising, and profits-where corporate man- 
agement may eventually come lo act in a pragmatic and wncartad fashion to 
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demonstrate its societal concerne. It is in these areas that the 1990s may see 
new symbiotic relationships flourtthing between the private and public sec- 
tors. 

Manpower-asset or cost? 

Meny tongues tell the proverbal folktale of a guileless peasant who geve 
shelter to a stranger on a cold night. l-he peasant became suspicious of the 
foreigner because he first blew on his han& to warm tkm end then on his 
soup to MOI it. 

In the 1970% management creates the impression that it regards marr 
power warmly as an asset and cooly as a oxt according to the economic and 
technicel dilates of tfw moment. But sometime in the 198Os, management 
may come to consider manpower wholly es en asset. It will be a rather 
uncomfortable choice, for while it is fashionable to minimize coste., it is logical 
to optimtie and conserve essets. But as E. F. Schumecher suggests in his 
book Small Is Beautfful. it is timeto regard economics “as if people mattered.” 

The Volvo automobile plant at Kalmar, Sweden was designed with this 
precept in mind-to render workers productive as well es content by eliminat- 
ing bortng and elienating assembly lines. Automotive frames are delivered by 
specially designed wagons lo teems of workers who prowed at their own 
speed at tesks of their ow” choice-but wfihin a preset production goal per 
shift. The Kalmar expedment reflects an awareness that salaty increases and 
fdnge benefits help man to tolerate his work, but do not render it more 
humane. 

Nor does the monotony of the large office foster creaSve and emotional 
expressions of personality. The concepts of self-rralization and self- 
fuffillment ere beginning to appear es often in business journals as eaxmic 
growth and technical innovation were deattwith in the 1960s. Man can ftnd his 
destiny neither in atiirlof proceesas end techniques “orinthe bignessofthe 
insötutions he serves, be they pubtic or private. 

Job rotetion, Kalmar style, is only ene aspect of job enrichment, which in 
essence is the human interaction with technology. Other exemples abound: 

-An Italan company tretns workmen in the maintenance of me equip- 
ment they operate. 

-A German firm interchanges people engaged in production and quality 
control. 

-One-third of all Swiss firms experiment with flexible workhours. 
-Many corporations reduce the rtgklity of work categafes in arder to 

decalCify organizationel pertiöons. 
It is indeed a lorg way fmm Taylorism to careef thinking and even 

retirement planning at an early (middle) age when the sparkle end challenge 
of the job start wearing thin. And somettme in the coming decade, ell man- 
agement may wish to consida man as the end rather then tbe means of the 
pmluction process. 
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II It will require motivated management-with 
a gleam of world solidarify in one eye -to break 
through the seemingly impregnable obstacles to 
joint R& D in this era of adaptive technology. ” 

Social technology 

Economic growth, technological innovation, and managerial daring have 
taken the industrial wodd to its apex of affluence in ene generation. Man% 
landing on the moon, televised in color, generated a climax of euphoria over 
technological breakthroughs. And more surprises are in store, whether in 
laser beams, crycgenics, or synthetic foodstuffs. 

Unfortunately, man has been unable lo adjust socially to this quantum 
leapforuard in technology. Ourfailure is witnessed by the fact that almost half 
the hospital beds in the world’s ten richest nations ara occupied by persons 
suffering from netvous or mental disorders. 

The ecological cost of modem technology also has been intol- 
erably high. Take the automobile. It has lightened man’s burden and 
quickened his pace. It helped create the supermarkef worldwide 
tourism, and othernew horizons. Its impact on the manufacturing industry has 
bsen prodigious. It is a majar pivot of the modern economy. Yet the au- 
tomobile violates about evety ecological ethic. tt creates twc-thirds of all air 
pollution. It weakens man’s rods in time and space. It kills 170,000 people per 
yaar and maims permanently half a million. 

What is needed is a quantum leap forward in social technology, a” 
advance that requires intimate collaboration in research and development, 
not only among corporations orbetween theprivateand publicsector, butalso 
among many disciplines-from urban planners to sociologists and from 
economists lo educatots. It serves little purpose lo send aman to the moon 
when wafail to perforate the Sahara, which hides a reservoirof fresh water as 
voluminous as all the wodd’s lakescombined. Fresh water, after all, may one 
day become scarcer than petroleum. 

Social technology also means adapting advances to Me pressing needs 
of the Third World. Techniques developed in rich nations, where capital is 
plentiful and labor expensive, cannot necessafily be applied to peor nations, 
where labor is abundant and capital scarce. In the coming decade, however, 
social technology will Mossom under the umbrella of muhlal dependency and 
intemational legislation. But it will require motivatad management-with a 
gleam of world solidarity in ene eye-to break through the seemingly 
impregnable obstacks to joint R&D in this era of adaptive technology. 
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Living down wlth the Joneses 

In 1971, the Harvard Business Review published an artide on “demar- 
keting.” Since then, social marketing, marketing under conditions ot scarcity, 
and related themes have been spotlighted in meny specialized joumals. The 
1974 world conterence of advettising agencies urged the adoption of simpler 
litestyles. Even the Roya1 Bank of Canada made this the theme of ene ot its 
monthly letters in 1975. 

But demarketing may be qnly the tip of the iceberg. The hidden mass is 
man’s dissatisfaction with material abundance. In the 1980% advertising can 
cometo play a mejor role in the search for simpler lifestyks. 

Adwtising can be honest and yet sell: it can bs informative and yet be 
beautiful. But when the industrial wofld spends $40 billicm a year to bombard 
ti-e average urban dtizen with 600 advertising messages a day, the time may 
have come for management to play the devil’s advocate. 

In its function of supply, advertising is designed to enhance production 
and profits. In its function ot ck?mand. advertising is meant to saösfy genuine 
public wants. In relating supply and demand, advertising assumes a respon- 
sibility that surpasses its marketing role. It encompasses mattefs of educa: 
tion, religion, and politics-in short, ethics. TO the extent that values 
change-ar!d they do change-the role of advertising must change. 

Advertising may constitute a prime exampk of the central thesis that 
mutual dependency (between supply and demand) necessitates cooperation. 
Collective advertising campaigns may swceed in focusing attention on social 
needs where individual campaigns are apt to fail. For instance, in an acokgi- 
cally conscious society, the wool industty may concertedly sing the praises ot 
this renewable natural resource. In a waste-conscious environment, the glass 
industry may coltectively advertise the retumable bottle and the pulp icdustfy 
the recycling of paper products. Thmugh promotion of creative leisure ac- 
ttvities, advertising can assist man in his search tor seltrealization. 

Management can hardly extol the virtues ot thttft, hard work, and author- 
iv within its own organization when its advertising induces millions to gratify 
their mast extravagant whims. Nor will it be “ethical” lo advertise the meritof a 
household product if its manufacturing process risks contaminating the air. 
Finally. advertising cannot be allowed to foment conspicuously wasteful mn- 
sumption when elsewhere failing crops condemn millions of children to mis- 
ery. In a nutshell, this is the coming concept of a j6int advertising effort for a 
simpler lifestyle. 

Profits In a social role 

The ciux ot the maner is whether future management can treat man- 
power es en asset, develop a social tachnology, and adapt advertisirg to a 
simpter lifestyle tiite aiming atan adequate level of profits. Only a fair retum 
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on capital ca” enable private enterprise to play such a public role. After all, 
profks are a measure of efficiency par excellence. . 

The widespread (institutional) ownership of corporate shares and the 
waning loyalty of shareholders to “their” corporations (as witnessed in the 
gyrations of the stock exchanges) diminishes the concept of shareholders as 
“owners” andwill enlarge their role as basic suppliers of capital. soto speak. It 
is possible to envision that at some point in the future. management will 
commit the mrporation to constituencies beyond the shareholders. Then if 
profits are no longer optimized solely because they are “in the public interest,” 
the vely function, source, and application of earnings must be defined anew. 
The role of profits-long accepted as a palme objective of business-should 
be crystal clear to the public. This is no luxury when we cowiderthat early last 
year seven Nobel laureates jointly censured Westem capitalism for creating a 
crisis by producing “primarily for cofporate profit.” 

In a world where capital is coming into very shorl supply, management 
will compete for this scarce commcdity on the strength of performance: the 
height and growth of profits. Only concerted planning can mesh compeötion 
for scarce money with the wrporate challenges envisioned here. This, in turo, 
requires a degree of interaction between the private and public ~ectors to 
which the most talented should be invited to apply their joint creative skills. 

The buffalo bird and the rhlnocems 

The African buffalo bird lives on the back of the rhinoceros. In return for a 
gratis mobile home and food consistirg of insects who also live on the beasts 
back. the bird renders its host a valuable setvice. When dangerthreatens, the 
bird with its fine sensory equipment shrieks loudly and flies off, thereby 
warning the rhino of imperding pertl. 

In the complex and dangerous business environment of the 1990% 
corporate management may need the sensory equipment of “pdblic opinion.” 
The Japanese, who have emerged as “Japan Inc.” in their postwar industrial 
surge, provide a prime example of such symbiotii relationships between 
corporations, labor unions, and government. To a lesser extent, these rela- 
tionships also exist in U.S. aerospace, communications, and defense Mus- 
Mes. And tbey appear in urban development and in advanced science and 
technology. 

Mixed private-public wmpanies abound in Western Europe. The gov- 
emment becomes a suitabfe parlnerwhen risks are extraordinary or when the 
public sector constttutes the largest outlet. 

In the 199Os, it may be fashionable for corporate executives to enter 
government service as palt of their careers and for civil servants to worl< in 
corporations in arder lo broaden their expedence. Think-tanks such as the 
Rand Corporation wuld be co-ovmed by the public and prtvate sectors, orat a 
very minimum, interchange mutually signtiicant informaöon. According to ene 
intemational experton multinational operations, Dr. Samuel Pisar, even trans- 
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leological cooperation between Westem corporations and Eastern govern- 
,ents will flourish in the 1930s. 

‘ortrait of a future manager 

What is the profileof a managar tio ca” waar boti private and public 
ais? I envision such an axecutive asa yogi anda commissar-a combina- 
on of generalist, philosopher. and a stmng natural leader; such are the 
ualities required of ene who would successfully interpret and crystallize Ihe 
alues and objactives of the corporation in the broader framework of all its 
cmstituencies. He sats the atmosphere of wrporate involvament where 
ocietal values can mix with working realities. He must have the ability to 
lesh individual goals and collective objactives and to relate corporate im- 
rediatism tolong-rangeaspirations ofallstakeholdersin theentwpñsa. Such 
manager puts private enterprise at the public service in a catalytic and 

warding role ovar and above the tradibonal parl played by corporaöons. 
Rivalty and sacrecy will no longer be the cornerstones necessary for 

uccess under mis manager. lnstead, he MII flalten the corporate hierarchy in 
rder to fomant osmosis between all participants and stakeholders in the 
nterprise. He may. for example, usa advertising as a corporate window on 
ociely. and vice vwsa. 

If this prospective view of management saams outright Arcadian lo the 
ragmatic managersteeped in tcday’s pressing problems, it may be pettinent 
>stressthattrend isnot destiny. F!emembarhowthe”P”t atigerin yourtank” 
dvertising slogan was switched to “Don’t be fuelisb.” 

Reversals of existing trends will abound in the modern manager’s envi- 
mment. In his portrait of The Future, Executive, Harland Cleveland tells a 
tory of an attradive ywng wman who drove her flashy sports car cwnter- 
affic on a ene-way street. Stowed by a policeman, she queded him with this 
eceptively inganwus question: “OfRcer, did it ever occ”r lo you that the 
rrow may be pointing in Ihe wong direction?” 

It may be opporhme to ask this question every time we follow the road 
igns of our business in its environment. What if the arrows are pointing the 
rrong VGay? 
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