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Abstract 

Managers do not need moral (re-)education but the competencies to assume order respon-

sibility: Companies serve a societal purpose in market economies through efficiency, in-

novation, and welfare diffusion. Their “license to operate” depends not only on legality 

but also on legitimacy. As the traditional division between politics as rule-setter and busi-

ness as rule-follower erodes, managers must move beyond operational decision-making 

to actively engage in governance and public discourse. This requires new competencies: 

steering competence for institutional design and enlightenment competence for clarifying 

debates and building trust in the legitimacy of the market economy. 

 

Keywords: Optimization, Governance, Discourse, Order Responsibility, Steering Re-

sponsibility, Enlightenment Responsibility, Leadership, New Management, CSR 

 

 

Kurzfassung 

Manager müssen nicht moralisch (um-)erzogen, sondern zur Übernahme von Ordnungs-

verantwortung befähigt werden: Unternehmen erfüllen in der Marktwirtschaft eine ge-

sellschaftliche Funktion durch Effizienz, Innovation und Wohlfahrtsdiffusion. Dafür be-

nötigen sie eine gesellschaftliche „license to operate“, die sich nicht allein aus Legalität, 

sondern auch aus Legitimität speist. Da die alte Arbeitsteilung zwischen Politik Wirt-

schaft erodiert, wonach der Staat als Regelgeber und das Unternehmen als Regelnehmer 

fungiert, kommt es darauf an, dass Manager nicht nur operative Entscheidungen treffen, 

sondern auch aktiv an Governance und Diskurs teilnehmen. Erforderlich sind neue Kom-

petenzen: Steuerungskompetenz zur Gestaltung von Institutionen und Aufklärungskom-

petenz zur Vermittlung im öffentlichen Diskurs. 

 

 

Schlüsselbegriffe: Optimierung, Governance, Diskurs, Ordnungsverantwortung, Steue-

rungsverantwortung, Aufklärungsverantwortung, Leadership, New Management, CSR 

 

 

 





Beyond Moral Education: Enabling Managers to Take  
Order Responsibility 

Ingo Pies and Thomas Lange 

 

What role do companies play in society—and what are the implications for the responsi-

bilities of managers? These questions are gaining public attention as companies are in-

creasingly expected to contribute to solving the great societal challenges of our time—be 

it sustainability and climate protection, the responsible use of new technologies, or the 

safeguarding of democracy. 

Managers are increasingly under pressure to ‘take a stand’ and speak out on social 

issues. Ultimately, this also shapes the legitimacy society accords to the economy as a 

whole and to specific companies in particular. 

But how can managers move sure-footedly in an environment where societal expec-

tations are conveyed above all through moral appeals? 

Our position is clear: managers should not respond by intensifying moral posturing, 

but by helping to design the systems of rules—by taking responsibility for the institutional 

order. This entails speaking publicly and adding their voice to the socio-political conver-

sation. 

If managers fail to meet this intellectual challenge, they may in the long run undermine 

their companies’ societal ‘license to operate’—and the public’s trust in the market econ-

omy as a whole. 

The Societal Role of Companies  

Before we take a closer look at the responsibility of managers, let us first take a step back 

and consider the social role and responsibility of companies in a market economy. 

They are by no means an end in themselves. Rather, in generating value, businesses 

serve a social purpose—one realized through three functions of market-based systems: 

1. Production efficiency: Competition forces companies to align with customer 

needs. 

2. Innovation dynamics: Rivalry creates incentives for continuous quality im-

provements and new developments. 

3. Welfare diffusion: Competition compels companies to pass on part of the 

value they create to customers (through lower prices and higher quality) and 

to employees (through more attractive wages and working conditions). 

Competition is the mechanism through which corporate behavior is channeled toward the 

common good; profit is the incentive for companies to join the game. All of this, however, 

relies on trust in the system—a societal ‘license to operate’. 

 
 Prof. Dr. Ingo Pies is Professor of Economic Ethics at Martin Luther University Halle-Wittenberg. Dr. 

Thomas Lange is an economist and Managing Director of Achleitner Ventures. 



2 Discussion Paper 2025-12  

 

One of the fathers of Germany’s social market economy, Franz Böhm, referred in this 

context to the ‘societal remit’ of companies, while Ludwig von Mises spoke of their ‘so-

cietal mandate’. We extend this perspective and distinguish three levels of responsibility. 

The Three Levels of Responsibility of Companies and Managers 

The social function of enterprises entails managerial responsibility, which unfolds on 

three levels (see Figure 1):  

 

 

Figure 1: The Three Levels of Responsibility 

 

1. Decision-Making (Level 1): The first level concerns day-to-day business de-

cisions. Here, managers are engaged in optimizing value creation within ex-

isting rules and balancing trade-offs. 

2. Governance (Level 2): At this meta-level, managers are involved in shaping 

the framework of rules (laws, internal governance, contracts). Unlike Level 1, 

this is not about optimizing individual business moves, but about negotiating 

the design of the rules of the game. This is where the incentives for decisions 

at Level 1 are set. 

3. Discourse (Level 3): At a further meta-level, managers participate in dis-

courses on rules. Managers must correctly understand situational challenges 

and identify shared rule interests among different stakeholder groups. This is 

where the arguments are developed with which managers position themselves 

in the public arena and enter level 2 activities. 

‘Order responsibility’ is our umbrella term for ‘steering responsibility’ (through govern-

ance, Level 2) and ‘enlightenment responsibility’ (in discourses, Level 3). 

The Growing Importance of Order Responsibility – and the Skills Required to Meet It 

Levels 2 and 3 of our schema, which encompass steering and enlightenment responsibil-

ities, are becoming increasingly important. This is not only because the question of soci-

etal responsibility of companies and managers has recently been debated more intensively 

in the bright spotlight of (social) media. There are also two structural reasons for this: 

1. Dynamic competitive contexts: These necessitate continuous organizational 

adaptation and innovation, encompassing firms, industries, and sectors, as 

Level 3 Discourse (Enlightenment Responsibility)

Governance (Steering Resonsibility)

Decision-Making (Optimization Responsibility)

Incentives Level 2

Arguments

Level 1

Order Responsibility
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well as politics and society at large. The prerequisites for this are created 

mainly on the two meta-levels of governance and discourse. 

2. Erosion of the traditional division of labor between politics and business: 

The once-clear arrangement—politics as the rule-setter, business as the 

rule-follower—has weakened, as legality no longer suffices to confer legiti-

macy. 

Under these conditions, societal acceptance becomes a scarce resource that requires pro-

active management. Companies must increasingly take it upon themselves to secure their 

‘license to operate’. This entails a shift from passive compliance with rules to active en-

trepreneurship in rule-setting. It also requires the capacity to deploy moral commitments 

as a production factor and to defend them in public discourse. 

Accordingly, beyond technical optimization skills, managers also need: 

• Steering competence: At the governance meta-level, managers are required to 

translate jointly developed insights into collective negotiation outcomes by imple-

menting institutional arrangements (or constructively participating in their imple-

mentation), thereby improving the incentive structures for operational deci-

sion-making. 

• Enlightenment competence: At the discourse meta-level, managers must be ca-

pable of providing clarity on substantive matters, reframing discursive clashes as 

interest-based rather than value-based conflicts, dispelling misunderstandings, en-

gaging with counter-arguments, and convincing differing stakeholders with com-

pelling reasons. 

Conclusion 

Classical business ethics, with its focus on the virtues and morals of individual actors, 

falls short. A modern, institution-based perspective recognizes the co-responsibility of 

companies for the quality of the institutional framework in which they operate. Order 

responsibility is not only a success factor for effective value creation and entrepreneurial 

vitality; the future of the market economy also depends on how well managers are pre-

pared to assume order responsibility on behalf of their companies. 

This brings categorically different types of management competencies into focus: op-

timization works with trade-offs; governance, by contrast, overcomes trade-offs and re-

alizes win-win potentials—which, however, must first be identified and made intelligible 

through discourse. In this sense, the three levels of responsibility and their associated 

competencies are systematically interconnected. 

The task of management training is therefore not to turn managers into better people, 

but rather to turn people into better managers. The three-level framework we have pre-

sented can help in this, as it systematically distinguishes and links three competencies that 

enable managers to align their companies consistently—through optimization, steering, 

and enlightenment—towards productive value creation and the justification of institu-

tional trust. With this concept, managers can be equipped to competently fulfil their es-

sential system functions on which the legitimacy of the market economy rests. 
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