November 19, 2010

SCMP Article

Business can’t ignore anger over wealth gap
Many of us think that the gap between rich and poor does not matter much provided we all have enough to live on. Some sociologists disagree. They believe relative, not absolute, inequality causes many social ills.
For example, the less well-off in a rich society where no one goes without food do not compare themselves with the starving in Africa and feel better. They look at the gap between themselves and the wealthy in their own community, and that can lead to resentment, unrest and other problems.
For a long time in Hong Kong, we were proud that the less well-off did not resent the wealthy but admired them and wanted to do as well. More recently, however, we have seen a real rise in anti-business, or at least anti-tycoon, feeling.
Why has this happened? Several specific things, like the marketing of property or opposition to the minimum wage, have encouraged hostility towards business. But these are probably effects, not causes, of the trend.
The wealth gap is often linked with social mobility. Could it be that many of the poor in Hong Kong no longer strive to be richer because they see no point? Do they see a business elite that keeps the rest of the community cut off from growing prosperity? Do they think the government is allied with the tycoons in this?
You can see why the sociologists might have a point. If people see the situation in Hong Kong this way – and some of them certainly seem to – they will feel a strong sense of unfairness.
Whether they are justified in feeling this way is not necessarily the point. Some blame the media or politicians for whipping up anti-business sentiment for their own ends. Some commentators blame globalisation and the decline in unskilled jobs. Changing public expectations may be playing a role. Or we may have genuinely become a less fair economy and society in some ways.
Whatever the reasons – and I am sure real unfairness exists – it is essential for members of the business community to ask themselves what they can do. From a purely economic point of view, we are often told, businesses do not and should not play a social role; they exist solely to create wealth for shareholders and obey rules on tax, safety and so on. However, this ignores other realities.
We cannot pretend that growing public anger is not a problem. We cannot just hope the anti-business mood in Hong Kong will blow over soon. More inflation in food, energy and housing prices may be on the way, increasing polarisation and especially hurting the poor. We cannot rule out more global financial turmoil. And we have elections coming in 2012 – we are going to hear a lot more about the wealth gap.
Business should support measures to help the disadvantaged. The Community Care Fund is unfortunately seen as a government-business campaign to improve corporate image, but the money could potentially do good. The key will be in the execution.
Businesses have many activities or charities to choose from. The Caring Company movement that I helped found recognises companies that address social problems through staff policies and forge partnerships with the social welfare sector. It has produced inspiring projects of all sizes.
And we should not be afraid to lean on policymakers. Some business figures with political ties recently called on the government to put its huge reserves to better social use. That would have been hard to imagine a few years ago.
The idea that business can and must simply focus on the bottom line is a tempting one. But in today’s Hong Kong, pretending that the wealth gap and fairness do not matter is not a responsible option.
