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The social responsibility of companies — and banks in particular — has become  
a central issue in the public debate about the factors at work in the financial and  
economic crisis. All over the world, charges of a lack of ethics have been leveled 
against companies and managers, and especially against banks and bankers.  
As a result, the standing of the market economy as a whole has suffered. 

The Role of Business in Society
by Dr. Josef Ackermann Chairman of the Management Board and the Group Executive Committee, Deutsche Bank 

This is an alarming development. Companies do not 
operate in a vacuum, and they cannot flourish in a 
parallel universe. Banks in particular require people’s 
trust and acceptance, which means they need to 
truly serve people and not only the so-called “real 
economy.”

Deutsche Bank’s motto is “Passion to Perform,” and 
we consider our social responsibilities an element of 
performance and an integral part of our work. As a 
global investment bank, we feel it is in our own best 
interest to live up to these responsibilities. After all, 
the more stable the societies in which we operate,  
the better our chances of success. Thus, we view  
corporate social responsibility as being of mutual 
benefit to our business and society as a whole. 

Our topmost social responsibilities are to be interna-
tionally competitive, earn commensurate profits, and 
grow as a company. For only if we are strong can we 
be a good partner for our business and private clients 
and retain and/or create jobs. 

Our second corporate citizenship priority is to earn 
money in a manner that is both socially and ecologi-
cally responsible. The social impact of our activities is 
a top concern. Companies and managers, especially 
those in the financial sector, cannot operate without 
trust, and sustainable economic success is not con-
ceivable without it. Above all else, trust is based on 
credibility. No amount of profit can serve as an excuse 
to risk the credibility and reputation of the bank. 
Therefore, corporate social responsibility must be 
integrated into our strategy and processes and duly 
considered in all decisions. 
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Striking a Balance between  
Shareholders and Stakeholders

Companies, especially stock corporations 
and their leadership, have always faced the 
task of achieving sustainable profitability 
while reconciling the different interests 
of shareholders, customers, employees, 
and the public. While shareholders take 
precedence in a capitalist system, finding 
the right balance between all stakeholder 
groups is essential. 

This balancing act has become more dif-
ficult as a result of globalization and the 
growth of increasingly diverse societies. 
To remain successful, companies such as 
Deutsche Bank, which operates in more 
than 70 countries around the globe, have 
to transform themselves into truly multi-
national firms. In addition to being a good 
corporate citizen in all of the societies it  
operates in, a global company has to de-
velop a specific multinational identity that 
offers a commercially attractive corporate 
character and appeals to employees world-
wide.

Conveying such a multinational corporate 
identity to the outside world and to local 
communities is not always a straightfor-
ward matter. Understandably, customers, 
investors, politicians, and members of 
society bring locally influenced views and 
expectations to discussions with global 
companies, and these frameworks are in-
evitably influenced by national perspectives 
and local values. 

To successfully balance competing inter-
ests, companies must carefully listen to all 
stakeholders. This not only helps organiza-
tions gain a better understanding of the 
different motives and interests at play. It 
also helps companies avoid reputational 
damage that could result from not being 
sufficiently aware of the interests of some 
stakeholder groups. Moreover, companies 
that take stakeholders’ views into account 
are able to present their own views more 
convincingly. 

Meeting the Challenge of  
Conflicting Interests

A deeper understanding of different view-
points can also help companies resolve 
disagreements. The responsible approach 
to such conflicts is not to gloss over them, 
but to lay them open, present one’s own 
position and its rationale, and communicate 
this position consistently to all audiences. 
This last point is particularly important. It 
may be tempting and less stressful to tune 
messages to different audiences, but such 
a policy will ultimately undermine credibility 
over time and damage the reputation of a 
company and its leadership. 

Credibility is earned by speaking one’s mind 
and then putting words into action. Compa-
nies must have the corporate ethic and the 
courage to communicate the uncomfortable 
truth that there are conflicting interests in 
this increasingly complex world and that 
finding solutions involves taking all of these 
opinions into account. 

Not surprisingly, the recent crisis has not 
improved conditions for dialogue. If the 
financial industry and banks want to regain 
the confidence of their clients and society 
at large, they must be honest about the 
shortcomings and deficiencies that were 
revealed by the crisis. They must be trans-
parent about the measures taken to rectify 
these failings and participate actively in 
discussions with lawmakers, regulators, 
and the general public on reform measures, 
while, at the same time, safeguarding their 
legitimate commercial interests. 

It is not just in the banking industry’s own 
interest to succeed in this endeavor. The 
world needs a dynamic industrial sector 
with respected financial institutions that 
are accepted by the societies in which 
they operate. This is the only way business 
can achieve its full potential to generate 
prosperity. 
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