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Why words are cheap and American bosses are out
of touch
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Bosses of 191 American companies, including Apple and Amazon, on Monday
signed up to a letter effectively redefining the role for big business.
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No longer are these corporations machines for maximising profits on behalf of
investors. Rather, they should act as a force for good in society, the world was
told.
So, social consciousness (whatever that is), valuing the customer, hiring a
diverse workforce and treating suppliers ethically appeared to rank more highly
than shareholder value.
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The Wall Street Journal called it a "major philosophical shift".
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But really, is it?
Inc Magazine pointed the out the rhetoric from the Business Roundtable that
issued the clarion call has barely changed over the past two decades.
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In other words, the mega-corps have been on board for some time - and these
basic principles are woven into the fabric of most commercial enterprises.
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Apparently the ideas espoused by the signatories are taken from the concept of
conscious capitalism, where companies have a broader remit to society in
addition to their stakeholders.
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A couple of things here: it's easy to affect change when you are at the pinnacle
of profitability, or your turnover dwarfs the GDP of a mid-tier emerging
economy; less so when you are struggling just to employ a workforce.
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And, while the likes of BlackRock boss Larry Fink have called for CEOs to reevaluate the purpose of corporations, his Wall Street investing colleagues, who
make and break businesses, can be an unforgiving bunch if earnings targets
are missed.
Back to Blighty
At this point, I want to link the letter back to the UK.
The cynic in me raised an eyebrow when digitally thumbing through Persimmon's earnings press release on Tuesday,
which, on the face of it, appeared to adopt some of the virtues championed by the Americans the day before.
Persimmon styled itself as the "housebuilder for all" and addressed issues such as quality and safety while talking
about improving customer service.
It took 400 words and two pages before we got to the grist - the financial results.
Designed to acknowledge past failures, it is likely the skilfully crafted paragraphs that preceded the numbers will have
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been viewed as nothing more than window dressing.
Massive payout
If you were being harsh you'd point out that an innate and well-defined sense of what is socially acceptable might have
killed at birth a £444mln remuneration plan that looked excessive even by American standards.
So, this new, in-touch-with-itself Persimmon comes a little late in the game.
I might be raking over old news with my last Persimmon jab, but the point is this: words are easy and cost little.
This should be borne in mind while digesting what our American corporate cousins have to say.
And the fact that our Ivory Tower-dwelling US CEOs believe guidance is required on how big business should behave in
the modern era perhaps shows just how out of touch they are.
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No investment advice
The Company is a publisher. You understand and agree that no content published on the Site constitutes a recommendation that any particular security,
portfolio of securities, transaction, or investment strategy is suitable or advisable for any specific person. You understand that the Content on the Site is
provided for information purposes only, and none of the information contained on the Site constitutes an offer, solicitation or recommendation to buy or sell a
security. You understand that the Company receives either monetary or securities compensation for our services. We stand to benefit from any volume which
any Content on the Site may generate.
You further understand that none of the information providers or their affiliates will advise you personally concerning the nature, potential, advisability,
value, suitability or profitability of any particular security, portfolio of securities, transaction, investment, investment strategy, or other matter.
You understand that the Site may contain opinions from time to time with regard to securities mentioned in other products, including Company-related
products, and that those opinions may be different from those obtained by using another product related to the Company. You understand and agree that
contributors may write about securities in which they or their firms have a position, and that they may trade such securities for their own account. In cases
where the position is held at the time of publication and such position is known to the Company, appropriate disclosure is made. However, you understand and
agree that at the time of any transaction that you make, one or more contributors may have a position in the securities written about. You understand that price
and other data is supplied by sources believed to be reliable, that the calculations herein are made using such data, and that neither such data nor such
calculations are guaranteed by these sources, the Company, the information providers or any other person or entity, and may not be complete or accurate.
From time to time, reference may be made in our marketing materials to prior articles and opinions we have published. These references may be
selective, may reference only a portion of an article or recommendation, and are likely not to be current. As markets change continuously, previously published
information and data may not be current and should not be relied upon.
The Site does not, and is not intended to, provide investment, tax, accounting, legal or insurance advice, and is not and should not be construed as
providing any of the foregoing. You should consult an attorney or other relevant professional regarding your specific legal, tax, investment or other needs as
tailored
to
your
specific
situation.
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