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Introduction

Agape is one of the four concepts of love in ancient Greece. 
It refers to the attention and care for the interests and needs 
of others – in the broadest sense of the word. That ‘other’ 
can be a neighbour, a colleague at work, but also someone 
far away who makes an appeal to us. In 2018, Maastricht 
University, in collaboration with the Goldschmeding 
Foundation, started a study on Agape in Business. So far, the 
project resulted in the publication of a white paper: In de ogen 
van de ander [In the eyes of the other] in 2019. The white paper 
shows that the companies surveyed – from multinationals such 
as Randstad and Interface, to large, medium and smaller enter-
prises such as Asito, Hutten Catering, MAAS, Peeze, Schijvens 
Corporate Fashion and BliXem – are mindful of the interests 
and needs of their employees, customers, suppliers, the local 
community and nature.

When introducing the research, we kept running into the 
unfamiliarity of ‘agape’ among the business executives we 
interviewed. With some explanation and a few clear examples 
you can get there, but the concept of agape does not imme-
diately open the doors of Dutch businesses. Equivalents such 
as love, charity, empathy or compassion are also not widely 

supported and embraced as principles for organisational 
management. They sound rather ‘soft’ and make managers 
and employees hesitant. After all, a company is a goal-oriented 
organisation that designs, develops, produces, promotes and 
sells products and services. As a consequence, love or charity 
is not the first thing that comes to mind – something that 
management authors increasingly see as a misconception.

Recent research among Dutch companies shows an increase 
in interest in agape. For example, a large majority of execu-
tives and managers of Dutch companies indicate that they are 
committed to the well-being of employees – and a willingness 
to continue going the extra mile in the future. This develop-
ment is part of an international context in which, on the one 
hand, there is a more critical view of current shareholder capi-
talism and, on the other hand, positive attention is being paid 
to stakeholder capitalism, the certified B Corp and social value 
creation. To better engage in the conversation about agape 
with benevolent companies, the question is whether a more 
appropriate and accessible concept is available. To answer 
this question, we conducted interviews with senior executives 
and managers and (young) professionals from the business 
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and not-for-profit sectors. We also spoke with branding and 
marketing experts. This report provides insight into the 
conversations that we had.

We thank all participants for their participation in this rese-
arch and for generously sharing their ideas. In addition, we 
thank the Goldschmeding Foundation for supporting Agape in 
Business, of which this project is part.

Maastricht, April 14, 2021

Prof. Dr. Harry Hummels
Research leader Agape in Business
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Summary

Agape as a concept it not widely known. Recognition is usually 
greatest among people with a Christian background, as the 
term refers to the commandment to love one’s neighbour as 
oneself and to the parable of the Good Samaritan. Apart from 
the discomfort that organisational leaders experience when 
confronted with translations such as ‘charity’, ‘mercy’, and 
sometimes compassion, the denominational background also 
leads to reservation. Agape in Business aims to operationalise 
the concept in a way that it becomes useful and manageable 
for secular organisations. In doing so, it defines agape as:

“the commitment to the flourishing and well-being of the 
other.”

The other refers to human and non-human beings, as well as to 
nature. The question addressed in this note reads:

Is agape an appropriate concept for encouraging organisations 
– especially businesses – to adopt other-oriented policies and 
actions, or would an alternative concept be preferable?

Roundtable discussions and interviews with executives and 
professionals from companies and non-profit organisations 
and explorations with young professionals focused on this 
question. The memorandum starts with an exploration of 
agape based on the previously published white paper In de 
ogen van de ander, and then presents the key points from the 
interviews. In summary, based on the roundtable discussions 
and the interviews, we conclude the following:

1  The time is ripe for agape. In fact, the focus on a broader 
view of values and ethics makes attention to agape rather 
pressing.

2  The focus on the well-being and flourishing of the other is 
not limited to the immediate environment, but requires a 
broad positioning aimed at preserving (life on) earth.

3  Agape starts at the top of the organisation.
4  Those who want to inspire the organisation’s leadership 

should generally avoid terms like love or mercy. They are 
seen as too soft.

5  Agape starts with listening and creating a space for 
dialogue.
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6  Introducing agape takes time and requires a long-term 
perspective.

7 Inspiring leaders in organisations requires best practices.
8  Agape relates positively to healthy and successful busi-

ness operations. That message needs to be clearly 
communicated.

9  Collaboration of business organisations in networks, such 
as B Lab and CSR Netherlands, contributes to the agen-
da-setting, adoption and implementation of agape.

10  Introduce agape into education at universities, colleges and 
executive education.

The conversations lead to the conclusion that agape is a useful 
and inspiring concept, as is the reference to an organisation’s 
commitment to the flourishing and well-being of the other. 
The prerequisite is then that the concept needs to be loaded 
properly. A successful introduction of the concept requires a 
clear explanation of the concept and an answer to the following 
questions:

•  Why is agape relevant to the organisation?
•  How is agape distinguished from a good strategic, HR, envi-

ronmental, CSR, etc. policy?
•  What does the organisation gain from using and imple-

menting the concept?
•  How does an organisation make an agapeic turn?
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1 Agape – what to do with it?

1.1 Love of work
Who doesn’t think back with nostalgia to an evening out with 
family or friends in a good restaurant? In times of corona and 
lockdown1, we can hardly imagine it anymore. The image of 
hospitality, of beautifully presented plates of food and of a 
great matching glass, is fading. That does not alter the fact that 
almost everyone can recount stories about the love with which 
dishes were prepared, the personal attention from the staff 
and the feeling of well-being that we cherish when we look 
back on the evening. We commend the restaurant’s operators 
for their dedication to our well-being and for creating an envi-
ronment where guests feel appreciated and well.

Few people will be surprised to hear talk of a chef’s love of 
his (or her) craft, of the products (s)he works with, and of 
the dishes made with superb ingredients. A good example 
is Alain Passard, the three-star Michelin Chef of the Parisian 
restaurant L’Arpège. Passard cooks almost exclusively with 
organic vegetables that he grows himself on his four-hectare 
Bois Giroult estate – just below Evreux. Every day the herbs 
are freshly picked, the vegetables freshly harvested and the 
products freshly prepared. The love for the products shines 

through, as do the continuous efforts, the desire to learn and 
to share what has been learned2. Nor do we find it strange 
to talk about the enthusiasm of, for example, a teacher who 
teaches English literature and the love with which (s)he conveys 
knowledge to students. Often it is not about what is read, but 
about the reading itself – and thus broadening the horizons 
of the students. I personally experienced the soul and love of 
KLM ground engineers in the dedication with which they main-
tained the fleet – and as a result the safety of passengers and 
crew. In each instance, the ultimate goal was a safe journey for 
passengers and crew.

Concepts such as love, dedication, commitment, attention 
or care are very common in the above examples. Of course, 
the examples refer to professions and professionals experi-
encing pride and satisfaction in what they do – and especially 
when the efforts generate positive effects in their guests, 
students, or crews3. After all, they know exactly what goes 
well or what not during the day. They have fully internalized 
the quality standard for everything they do. Satisfaction, 
pride and a good feeling about the work are not limited to 
professionals. For example, research we conducted at Royal 
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Lemkes, a medium-sized logistics company in Bleiswijk, shows 
that production workers can be very satisfied with their work, 
the collaboration with colleagues and their personal devel-
opment as employees. It is not out of place to speak of the 
employees’ dedication to work and their commitment to the 
employer – just as the employer is committed to the employees 
and puts their well-being first. Although executives, managers 
and employees do not speak of “love,” the employer clearly 
has positive feelings for the employees and vice versa. It is 
not a surprise, therefore, that the company was named ‘best 
employer in the Netherlands’ in 2020 in the sector of trading 
enterprises4. A company that does speak about love is Royal 
Auping: Auping. With love.5 Although the beds it manufactures 
and sells are definitely made with love, the campaign refers 
primarily to the love and the intimacy between the users of the 
beds.

1.2 A challenging concept
Although the love for work, employees and other stakeholders 
is not limited to a select group of companies within which 
the owner, the managers and the employees experience joy 
from working (together), talking about “love” is rare. Nor is it 
surprising that love and related concepts are rarely found in 
business and organisation literature. ‘Get real’ is a common 
response, according to Sisodia, et al. (2014). Nevertheless, 
the term does pop up occasionally in writings on business. 

The introduction of the concept of ‘agape’ in the 1970s by 
Randstad6 founder Frits Goldschmeding is a good example. 
In Goldschmeding’s view, agape is the founding principle for 
action by and within the company. In the United States, too, 
attention to love developed in businesses and literature at 
the end of the last century. For example, in 1991 James Autry 
published the book Love and profit: the art of caring leadership. 
The key message of the book is: ‘good management is primarily 
a matter of love’. He was followed in 2002 by Tim Sanders with 
Love is a killerapp and in 2004 by Saatchi & Saatchi top exec-
utive Kevin Roberts with Lovemarks. Raj Sisodia closed this 
rippling stream of ‘love literature’ with Firms of Endearment. 
The keynote of the books is always the same: give love and you 
will be successful 7. Love is expressed, among other things, in 
a ‘share of heart’ for customers, employees, business partners 
or other stakeholders8.

At the beginning of this millennium, the current dried up, 
although, partly due to the pandemic, the basic tones of love 
are slowly but surely audible again. If you listen carefully, you 
can hear them in companies, public discourse and business 
and organisational literature. The term ‘agape’ is regularly 
used, as is – somewhat less frequently – the term ‘love’9. 
In the white paper In de ogen van de ander [In the eyes of the 
other], we defined agape as “the commitment to the well-being 
or flourishing of the other. Applied to companies, governments 
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and not-for-profit organisations, it appeals to a people- and 
nature-oriented organisation. But do executives, managers 
and employees recognize the value of the concept and are 
they able to apply it? Is there possibly a better alternative that 
expresses the commitment to the welfare of others in a more 
powerful and to-the-point manner?

1.3 Roundtable discussions and interviews
Increasingly, companies demonstrate their commitment to the 
well-being and flourishing of others. The subject itself seems 
to be of increasing interest, expressed in respect for the other, 
enabling others to develop, a focus on collaboration, an invita-
tion to participation, listening to the other, and so on. In terms 
of Alain Passard: the ingredients are there but agape is not on 
the menu. To explore whether more to-the-point concepts are 
available, Maastricht University organised five online round-
tables in the winter of 2020/2021. Two of these roundtables 
were joined by senior executives and professionals from the 
business community, not-for-profit organisations and the 
consulting sector. The three remaining tables were organised 
with alumni of University College Maastricht (UCM) and of 
Enactus – a student association focused on promoting social 
entrepreneurship – respectively. In addition to the roundtable 
discussions, we held interviews with marketing and branding 
experts. The participants in the various roundtables and inter-
views are listed in the appendix to this report. Collectively, the 

conversations provided important input for an approach to put 
the commitment to the well-being and flourishing of the other 
on the agenda. In order to make the conversations as efficient 
and effective as possible, we informed the participants in 
advance, concisely outlining the concept of agape. We describe 
the most important conceptual elements in section 2 of this 
report.

As a preliminary note, in addition to this report, additional 
reports will be published in 2021, including a study among 
3,500 Dutch companies with 100 or more employees on 
employee thriving and well-being. In this study, titled 
Agape: People driving the Organisations, we report on the 
attention commercial companies give to the well-being of 
their employees during and prior to the Covid-19 outbreak. 
In addition, a report will be published in which we will look at 
employee-focused agapeic policies, practices and behaviour in 
companies.

1.4 This Report
This report describes the outcomes of the roundtable discus-
sions and interviews. The memorandum is structured as 
follows. In section 2 we outline the contours of the research 
‘Agape in Business’ that Maastricht University is conducting 
in collaboration with the Goldschmeding Foundation. Section 
3 discusses the most important results of the roundtable 
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discussions and interviews. Finally, Section 4 contains our 
conclusions. We note beforehand that this report offers good 
insight into the desirability and usefulness of the concept of 
‘agape’, but that this conclusion is based on conversations 
with interested and constructively contributing respondents. 
The results therefore are not generalisable. They provide 
considerations regarding relevance and possible pitfalls when 
introducing the concept.
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2 The outline of the research on Agape in Business

In the white paper In de ogen van de ander (In the eyes of the 
other), we demonstrated companies to have an eye for the 
interests and needs of others – ranging from employees to 
customers and suppliers and from the communities in which 
they work to nature. The question that concerns us is whether 
there is an alternative to the dominant, shareholder value-ori-
ented, economic model. If we consider that the latter model 
was on the rise in the 1980s as a result of conscious choices 
by politicians, financiers and entrepreneurs with the support 
of science, it is also possible to turn this development around 
using a different inspiration. Agape can play an important role 
in this transition. The concept is characterized by a focus on 
the other on the basis of three qualities: connectivity, alterity 
and activity. Or to put it in lay terms: connecting people, 
listening and hearing to what others say, and acting upon infor-
mation received. Agape does not start with my or our interests 
or needs, but with those of others, like employees, customers, 
business relations, suppliers, financiers, the community or the 
natural environment.

By definition, an enterprise is a set of social relationships and 
therefore presupposes humanity in the most literal sense of 
the word. Even if you have no staff, the entrepreneur inter-
acts fully with others, from customers to the (social) media 
and from suppliers to the environment in which she or he 
lives. Agape in the sense of connectivity therefore refers to the 
relationships between people and between people and their 
natural environment. It is mainly the dimension of alterity 
that distinguishes agape from concepts such as sustainability, 
corporate social responsibility or the creation of shared value. 
By listening to the other person and hearing what (s)he says in 
a way that expresses respect for the other – and treats her or 
him as a persona and not merely as an instrument to further 
one’s own interests – agape stands out and acquires meaning. 
It doesn’t stop there, by the way. Listening is a necessary, but 
not a sufficient condition for agape. If we hear what the other 
person says but then ignore the message conveyed, it is diffi-
cult to speak of a commitment to the well-being or flourishing 
of someone or something else. The dimension of activity actu-
alizes the commitment and contributes to the true flourishing 
of the other.
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In qualitative and quantitative empirical research, we now 
find that many companies are committed to the well-being of 
stakeholders relevant to them. After the initial survey of eight 
companies in the first phase of the research project Agape in 
Business, we conducted more in-depth research into the rela-
tionship between company and (the well-being of) employees. 
With the exception of Koninklijke Auping none of them used 
the word love or related concepts. What they do use are 
concepts such as ‘unity through diversity’, ‘community’, ‘colle-
giality’, ‘togetherness’, and so on. In the white paper studies, 
the role of the entrepreneur, the director or management 
plays an important role, although the emphasis is not primarily 
on issues of leadership. The core question is whether and to 
what extent companies create a context in which management 
and employees, in mutual interaction and in interaction with 
external stakeholders, promote the well-being of employees, 
customers, suppliers, the community, and so on. In essence, 
this concerns matters such as the goals of the enterprise, its 
products and services, (participation in) decision-making, 
culture, interpersonal relationships, the pursuit of common 
results and the external effects of the company’s activities 
and behaviour. Agape thus becomes a construct that can be 
researched and applied in the practice of business. A good 
example is Royal Lemkes.

Royal Lemkes was founded in 1882 as a nursery in Alphen 
aan den Rijn. Today, the company has grown into a plant 
service partner of large international retail chains, such as 
Ikea, Aldi, Jumbo, OBI, Praxis, Système U, Brico and Kingfisher 
and supplies plants to more than 4000 stores in Europe. 
Throughout its nearly one hundred and forty years of exist-
ence, the family-owned company cherishes its atmosphere and 
culture. It values trust, respect and a social climate in which 
everyone can be themselves and contribute to the mission of 
“sustainable growth”: of employees, relations and the world 
around them. In season, the company ensures that one million 
plants a day find their way from the growers to Royal Lemkes’ 
customers. The 300 employees form the core of the company. 
No expense is spared to invest in the employees from the 
central values of the company: in diversity, development, 
room for decision-making and in their cooperation to achieve 
optimal team performance. This meant that at the beginning 
of the crisis it was clearly communicated that no jobs would 
be cut. The company also invested in its employees during 
the crisis – corona or no corona. This involved professional 
knowledge and skills, but also investment in personal lead-
ership. Central to this is the culture of connection: between 
the employees themselves, between the employees and the 
customers, and between the organisation and society.
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Although the focus of the study was on the relationship 
between the company and its employees, Royal Lemkes has 
an integrated approach aimed at thriving relationships with its 
customers and society. This was then mediated by the invest-
ment in the well-being of the employees. In the words of the 
company:

“We invest in people. That investment is more important than 
investing in customers. After all, from an investment in the 
employee, the customer indirectly benefits as well.”

In addition to the customer, the society and the shareholder 
also appear to be reaping the benefits of this approach.

Despite the Covid-19 related lockdown in the spring and 
around Christmas of 2020 – the two busiest seasons of the 
year – the company achieved the same revenue and profit as 
in the previous year. Against this background of a company’s 
commitment to the flourishing of others, we wanted to get a 
better understanding of the usefulness of the concept of ‘agape’ 
to promote human flourishing in an organizational context. What 
associations do executives and professionals from business and 
non-profit sectors have with regard to the term? Are there alter-
native concepts that are more clear and convincing? In addition 
to executives and professionals we also engaged with young 
people, such as alumni of social entrepreneurship student asso-
ciation Enactus and University College Maastricht. We report on 
our conversations in the following.
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3 From discomfort in love to a thriving practice

Looking back on the interviews and roundtable conversations 
we can conclude that the interlocutors have three aspects in 
common when they speak of agape. The first is the relative 
unfamiliarity with the concept of agape. Recognition is greatest 
among those who are most familiar Christianity, where the 
concept refers to the commandment to love your neighbour 
as yourself. Often, in this respect, a reference is made to the 
parable of the Good Samaritan10. Those lacking this back-
ground and searching online for the concept, are immediately 
referred to Christian websites explaining the tradition and the 
meaning of the concept11. According to several respondents, 
this contributes to the discomfort that people in organisations 
might experience with the concept of agape.

The second aspect is the relevance of the concept of agape as 
a practice. The commitment to the flourishing and well-being 
of others as a central focus of policy, decision-making and 
action in organisations and society is shared by all partici-
pants. To underscore its importance, one of the respondents 
remarked:

“There is no way to agape. Agape is the way.”12

The third aspect concerns the discomfort respondents feel 
about using translations of agape as ‘love’ or ‘charity’ in busi-
nesses and non-profit organisations. The concepts chafe. 
One reason for this, one participant noted, is their lack of 
business acumen. ‘Who dares to present his or her company 
as the most loving one in the sector,’ a roundtable member 
wondered? When used in this way one easily sees a ‘coalition 
of the unwilling ’ emerging to talk about agape, because of its 
dissociation with the goal-oriented nature of organisations13 .

The question then is: what is next? Is it advisable to opt for an 
alternative – and if so, which alternative? Or is it advisable to 
hold on to the relatively unknown concept of agape and charge 
the concept it in a way that fits in with goal-oriented organisa-
tions aiming to create economic and social value in a humane 
way that promotes the flourishing of others? In the following, 
we will elaborate an approach that addresses the practical 
relevance of agape in organisations. According to the respond-
ents, the time is ripe. Next, they emphasize the importance 
of an agapeic turn, after which we focus on the cooperation 
among organisations to promote agape.
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3.1 The time is ripe
Our interlocutors believe that the time is right for agape as 
a commitment to the flourishing and well-being of others. 
The ‘Zeitgeist’ demands a different approach to employees, 
customers, business relations, communities and nature. 
In fact, if we look around, a focus on values, humanity, and 
ethics is even urgent. Attention to others is not only increas-
ingly important within our society, it demands to be picked up, 
elaborated, put into practice and spread. What now, one inter-
viewee wondered, if you considered these others as members 
of your own family or relatives. How would you then interact 
with them? And what keeps you from doing so?

During the round tables and interviews it became clear that 
agape is seen as a responsibility and a challenge in the context 
of our life on earth. The focus on the well-being and flourishing 
of the other is therefore not limited to the people in our imme-
diate environment, but is positioned more broadly. It is part of 
and contributes to the preservation of (life on) the earth and to 
the responsibility for all who are part of our global community. 
Others are primarily concerned with the potential flourishing 
and well-being of future generations. The focus of attention, 
however, is on one’s own organisation and one’s own actions 
here and now. Change starts close at hand, without losing sight 
of the connection with the greater whole.

At the same time, as various respondents indicated, a fairly 
one-sided focus on the financial economic performance of 
organisations impairs their ability to take a broad perspec-
tive on society and nature. As long as organisations approach 
others purely from an instrumental perspective in pursuing 
goal realization, growth, profit and accumulation, their commit-
ment to the prosperity and well-being of others will be limited. 
Change then requires value-driven, authentic leadership. That 
starts at the top of the organisation. Agape is ‘Chefsache’ 
and not merely a HR thingy, as one respondent remarked14. 
However, it goes beyond mere leadership. Agape also has to 
do with an organisation’s values that guide the achievement 
of its goals. It requires supportive structures and processes 
and a culture that gets past the good intentions of benevolent 
leaders. For example, as an interviewee pointed out referring 
to the culture at Ritz Carlton Group, the motto of the famous 
Ritz hotels is:

“We are ladies and gentlemen serving ladies and gentlemen” 15

The employees are given enormous freedom and responsi-
bility within a clear framework to serve customers to the best 
of their ability – even if it costs money. The discretion of and 
trust in the staff is very high. It leads to commitment among 
employees and satisfaction among customers.
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Leaders can motivate their employees by speaking out on the 
well-being and flourishing of others. They can also lead by 
example. But how do you do that? One respondent remarked 
in an almost Aristotelian fashion in this context:

“You have to put in a lot of time. Paying attention to others 
requires a lot of flying hours.”

As important as the pioneering role of leaders is, respondents 
agreed that agape will fly especially when it is put into concrete 
practice.

3.2 The will and the implementation in practice
During the interviews, several comments were made about 
introducing agape into practice. In this section we elaborate on 
listening to the other, inspiring organisations, tools for imple-
menting agape and the benefits of an agapeic turn. We note 
in advance that the elements listed do not give a complete 
picture of the requirements for introducing agape in practice, 
but are a representation of elements that the participants 
brought up in the interviews.

3.2.1 Listening
Agape starts by listening and to hearing what others are 
saying. This starts at the top of every organisation with the 
supervisory, regulatory and management boards. Central to 

this is the creation of what one participant referred to as “a 
different dialogue”. By listening to signals from both inside 
and outside the organisation, decision-makers learn about the 
challenges their organisations face. This other dialogue is then, 
among other things, about sustainability, about the larger 
goal to which organisations contribute, and about the needs 
of stakeholders, ranging for employees to suppliers and from 
local communities to financiers. Agape thus creates space for 
conversation and supports the emergence and maintenance 
of “a basic attitude towards sustainable development”, as one 
respondent remarked. This can be done along formal lines but 
can also in a playful manner, another remarked. What all seem 
to agree on is that developing the basic attitude towards agape 
takes time and attention. It doesn’t just happen overnight, 
you build it up. Some respondents referred to the desirability 
of new forms of leadership – including a strong emphasis on 
female leadership.

3.2.2 Inspire
The intention to be attentive to the broad interests and needs 
of society is important, but not sufficient. Inspiring stories and 
examples must translate into economic and organisational 
action. Good intentions do not automatically lead to good 
outcomes. However, examples can help inspire a broader 
group of organisations and encourage them to take more 
account of people, society and nature. Networks such as B 
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Lab Europe and MVO Nederland play an important role in 
disseminating knowledge and experience. Inspiring examples 
can also contribute to the enthusiasm of young leaders if they 
see in their training that things can be done differently – in line 
with their values and insights about a sustainable society and 
planet.

Inspiring requires authentic leadership rooted in one’s own 
values, linked to the development of an environment, an organ-
isational structure and a culture that is attentive to others. 
As with ‘listening’, respondents noted, this starts at the top 
of the organisation – with supervisors, executive and non-ex-
ecutive directors. They should be aware of the importance of 
what one interlocutor referred to as ‘striving for lifetime value 
creation’ – as distinguished from short and medium-term value 
creation. This means that organisations should be focused on 
the (very) long term across generations. In the words of the 
philosopher Krznaric, we should behave like “good ancestors” 
and consider the consequences of our current decisions for the 
many generations to come. Or, as the architect and sustaina-
bility advocate William McDonough tweeted not long ago, “How 
do we love all children, of all species, of all time?” It ’s time to 
set positive goals regarding people and the environment, he 
added.

3.2.3 Instruments
The story of an inspiring best practice is not just about the 
social or environmental goals of the organisation or its 
underlying motivation (the ‘why question’). Good examples 
show ‘how’ an organisation works, what values drive it, what 
challenges it faces and overcomes, what role the various stake-
holders play, how to deal with them and what instruments are 
used to achieve success. Various instruments are used, aimed 
at change management, organisational culture, governance, 
strategic and operational decision-making, the development 
of managers and employees, mutual cooperation, achieving 
financial and non-financial results, and positive and negative 
effects of organisational activity. This requires leadership 
development, education and training, continuous dialogue, 
ongoing assessment and adjustment. In addition, very prag-
matic interventions are desirable to contribute to changing the 
perceptions around agape. A suggestion that may be relatively 
easy to follow concerns the ranking of new ways of interpreting 
agape on Google. It is potentially possible to influence the hit 
list on search engines such as Google for agape.

3.2.4 Advantages of an agapeic turn
In order to bring about an agapeic turn in the existing business 
world, it is important to convincingly demonstrate that agape 
is not at odds with the organisation’s purposeful actions, but 
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much more a recalibration and broadening of the organisa-
tion’s methods and goals. The likelihood that agape will be 
adopted increases as it becomes clear that it will lead to higher 
value creation for customers, better employee experience, 
improved processes, and better goal realization. For example, 
research by the universities of Maastricht and Utrecht among 
some 3,500 Dutch commercial companies with more than 100 
employees shows that giving attention to the well-being and 
health of employees leads to less absenteeism, less turnover, 
greater employee satisfaction and increased productivity. 
In the short term, this sometimes requires investment. In the 
long term, however, the organisation reaps the benefits. 
In addition to the long-term focus, according to some respond-
ents, an agapeic turn requires perseverance. The world of 
organisations often has ingrained ambitions, goals, habits, 
customs, and so on. You don’t change that overnight.

3.3 A coalition of the willing
As relevant and urgent as the focus on agape is, it is no easy 
task to introduce and implement it in broad layers of the busi-
ness or not-for-profit world. The focus of our global society 
on achieving economic growth – and within that, the focus on 
profit, shareholder value and capital accumulation – poses 
serious challenges for agape-focused change agents. This 
does not alter the fact that agape-oriented initiatives are 

promising in today’s society and that the introduction of the 
concept can be conducive to the recognition, connection and 
scaling up of these initiatives. Our discussion partners attach 
importance to the creation of coalitions of the willing and 
‘agapeic networks’, preferably in collaboration with networks 
of family businesses, B Lab Europe, MVO Nederland, or CSR 
Europe. These networks and their member companies are 
already placing more emphasis on relational aspects in organ-
isational management – and thus often on the flourishing of 
others. Benevolent executives, managers and employees, 
several respondents note, are more often found in smaller 
and medium-sized companies than within large corporations. 
Not only do the size and lower complexity of SMEs more easily 
allow for a culture focused on the well-being of others, but 
these companies also tend to be under less pressure from 
shareholders.

Young professionals also stressed the importance of an early 
and systematic introduction of agape into their curriculum. 
At the same time, they note that universities and colleges 
still have a long way to go. Here, too, collaboration is highly 
desirable – both among educational institutions and between 
educational institutions and organisations. Good examples, 
as we indicated above, are valuable because of the inspiration 
they provide.
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4 A good concept, if charged properly

“It doesn’t matter if you call it ‘cheese.’ As long as you properly 
explain what the term stands for.”

At the beginning of this report we indicated that agape is 
often unknown. Anyone searching for it on the Internet will 
find connotations such as love (of one’s neighbour), mercy, 
compassion or empathy. These are regularly seen as soft and 
unusable. This puts a heavy burden on ‘agape’. Not only do 
people feel uncomfortable with the concept, but also notice 
a lack of practicality for organisations aimed at aligning 
financial-economic objectives and the organisational values 
aimed at reinforcing humanity. In addition to the positioning 
of agape as a concept aimed to reinforce a culture and a 
(decision-making) structure that promote prosperity and 
well-being, it requires a reflection on the foundations of our 
economy and society. That is a long and winding road, but the 
concept of agape is no obstacle here.

Thus, proper charging of a hitherto relatively unknown concept 
of “agape” emerges as a conceivable and feasible option for 
(business) organisations. Admittedly, some respondents indi-
cated, charging a concept takes effort, time and resources. 
But positioning agape through a clear set of operational 
criteria that can be implemented and managed, overcomes the 
rather limited, one-sided and soft meaning of agape as love, 
charity, compassion, solidarity, mercy, and so on. It is for this 
reason that we have defined agape so far as “the commitment 
to the flourishing and well-being of someone or something 
else” in the context of organisations.

4.1 A concept and a grammar
A particularly useful idea for developing agape is the sugges-
tion of an interlocutor who noted that agape “is more of 
a verb.” One should ask oneself, she added, “how one can 
support the development and flourishing of others. That 
requires seeing others as they are”. Elsewhere16, we extend the 
idea of agape as a verb and speak of a grammar. More accu-
rately, we even speak of two communicating grammars – that 
of agape and that of purposeful organisations. Anyone who 
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wants to effectively introduce, adopt and implement agape 
in an organisation must have an organisational ‘savoir faire’. 
That is, (s)he has to know of rules of the game and be able to 
speak the language of organisations. A successful introduc-
tion of agape on the shop floor, however, takes more than 
just knowing and choosing the right words. It also requires 
a grammar that ‘works’ in an organisation, contribute to its 
mission and objectives and fit in with the culture and leader-
ship of the organisation17. If one speaks the right language the 
adoption and implementation of agape in the context of organ-
isations is not reserved to a limited group of companies, such 
as small and medium-sized enterprises, family businesses, 
social enterprises, or companies that otherwise pursue social, 
social, or environmental goals. Agape can in principle be intro-
duced and implemented in any organisation.

4.2 Charging the concept
The introduction of agape calls for an operationalisation 
using second-order concepts that clarify what agape refers to. 
As indicated in section 2, agape is about commitment to the 
well-being and flourishing of others, and further elaborated in 
terms of connecting, acting and listening (and hearing what the 
other says)18 . Specifically, this means that the organisation:

1  Connects with the other – the employee, the customer, the 
supplier, the community, the funder, nature – by focusing its 
culture, its structure and its (decision-making) processes on 
the other.

2  Listens to what the other person has to say about her or his 
well-being

3  Acts on the insights it acquires and translates into its 
policies, practices and activities aimed at making a 
contribution to the flourishing and the well-being of others.

In order to induce organisations to make an agapeic turn, 
more is needed. The message must be inspiring and appealing. 
As one of the respondents remarked: it is about the MAYA prin-
ciple: Most Advanced, Yet Acceptable. In order to demonstrate 
that agape meets that principle, it is important to be able to 
give clear answers to the following four questions:
•  Why is agape relevant to the organisation?
•  How is agape distinguished from good strategic, HR, 

environmental, CSR, etc. policies?
•  What does the organisation gain from using and 

implementing the concept?
•  How does an organisation make an agapeic turn?
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It brings us back to Alain Passard and the love he has for his 
products, his customers, his brigade and his enthusiasm for 
his creations. Passard has no trouble answering the four ques-
tions. Love is at the heart of his work and shows itself in every 
facet of everything he does – and the same goes for his team. 
The care with which he cultivates the crops, grows the herbs, 
composes the dishes, pays attention to his customers, treats 
his team, maintains his gardens and his kitchen, and is cease-
lessly inventing new creations, is incredible. For Passard, agape 
is a mandate for humanity in connection with fellow humans and 
nature. It is a self-evident and practical translation of what can 
be called an Agenda for Growth and Affirmation of People and the 
Environment19.
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Notes

1 The study took place in the fall of 2020 and the first months of 2021, 
at the time of the lockdown in the Netherlands and many countries in 
Europe.

2 See the episode about Passard in the Netflix series Chef’s Table 
France.

3 Those positive effects need not even be explicitly expressed or 
confirmed by the recipients. The progress a teacher sees in student 
behavior, the tingle in guests’ eyes and the conversations they have 
among themselves about the dishes, and the confidence and good 
spirits with which pilots and cabin crew board each time is often 
enough for these professionals. They know they have done their job 
well.

4 https://www.effectory.nl/kennis/
dit-zijn-de-beste-werkgevers-van-2019-2020/

5 https://www.auping.com/nl/met-liefde
6 At the time of writing this report, Randstad is the World’s leading 

staffing firm, followed by Adecco and Manpower.
7 This is also the thrust of the recently published book Agape | Caritas 

in Companies (Commandeur, et al., 2021).
8 Sisodia’s (2014:14) ultimate sales pitch for his ‘firms of endearment’ 

is that they “provided a return of 1,026 percent over a 10-year period 
ending June 30, 2006, compared to 122 percent for the S&P 500. 
That’s more than an 8 to 1 ratio. (...) If that’s not a ‘feel good’ story, we 
don’t know what is.” Elsewhere they note that ‘endearment’ leads to 
“one of the most decisive competitive differences ever realized in a 
capitalist enterprise” (ibid: 42) The argument is surprising. It draws on 
the traditional world of homo economicus. Firms that place welfare 

at the centre want to perform well economically, but do target excess 
utility or returns.

9 For an account of agape in business, see, among others, Hill, 2002; 
Argandona, 2011; Mèle, 2012; Barsada, et al., 2014; Cavanaugh, et al., 
2015. In doing so, the authors speak of agape in the sense of caritas.

10 Although the term can be placed historically in this context, it is not 
obvious. In ancient Greek, the term refers to a certain protection of 
the other, but is not associated with faith or philosophy of life.

11 See Wikipedia, Britannica.com, Chistianity.com, or agape.co.uk. 
One exception is agapedesign.it, a leading Italian brand in the field 
of bathroom architecture. As a daily user, the writer can attest to the 
artistic and functional value of this form of agape.

12 Gradually it became clear in the discussions that agape may be the 
way to go, but that it is wise to support organisations and their leaders 
in dialogue and with the help of tools to walk that road well?

13 Not everyone was averse to handling concept of love, although all 
participants acknowledged the difficulty of handling the concept in 
practice.

14 At the same time, it is not a Chefsache in the sense that the CEO 
determines after which the rest just has to follow.

15 At the same time, it is not a Chefsache in the sense that the CEO 
determines after which the rest just has to follow.

16 In an article to be published in the Humanistic Management Journal 
in 2021, we will address the grammar of agape and the grammar of 
organisations. The challenge is to conduct the conversation of the 
grammars in a way that does justice to both.
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17 An example of a concept that has worked well in the context of 
(business) organisations in recent decades is the non-agapeic concept 
of ‘human resources’. The Dutch ‘human resources’ (or ‘human 
resources’) chafes and, because of its emphasis on the instrumental 
nature of human beings, does not contribute optimally to the 
realisation of organisational goals.

18 In more scientific terms, we then speak of connectivity, activity and 
alterity. In communicating with companies, it is desirable to choose 
terms that people have an immediate image of, marketing experts 
make clear.

19 The acronym is elaborated on in the aforementioned article in the 
Humanistic Management Journal on Agape in Corporations, to be 
published in late fall 2021.
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Appendix Roundtable discussions and 
interviews with professionals

The following participated in the round tables with professionals (in alphabetical order):
•  Rien Bongers – Founder and director of Het Portaal
•  Denise Doornbos – Director and owner Doornbos Equipment
•  Suzanne Ekel – Program Manager for the Humane Society Goldschmeding Foundation
•  Aart de Geus – Chairman Goldschmeding Foundation
•  Marilou van Goldstein Brouwers – Chairman Supervisory Board B Lab Europe
•  Maria van der Heijden – Director CSR Netherlands
•  Kayvan Kian, Senior Advisor McKinsey & Company – author of What is Water?
•  Rianne Letschert – Rector Magnificus Maastricht University
•  Tom van der Lubbe – co-founder and partner Viisi
•  Robert Metzke – VP Global Sustainability Philips
•  Susanne Mundle, EMEA Marketing Director Interface
•  Marcello Palazzi – Progressio Foundation, Global Ambassador B Lab, Co-founder NOW Partners

Separate interviews were conducted with:
•  Peter de Boer – Creative Director/Owner Irresistible Branding
•  Lucas Mol – driving force behind the Green Turn
•  Edward Stolze – Director of Thinking Productions
•  Peeter Verlegh – Professor of Marketing, VU University Amsterdam
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Round tables with young professionals/alumni from UCM and Enactus included:

Enactus
•  Kim van Beek
•  Abel Koentjes
•  Nancy Moorman
•  Martijn Roos – representing the Goldschmeding Foundation
•  Chiara Schlösser
•  Floor Uijtendaal

Maastricht University
•  Lisanne van den Berg
•  Bas van den Bergh
•  Teun Dekker
•  Johannes Federkeil
•  Alexis von Freytag
•  Ronith Schalast
•  Jasper Schlump
•  Tatjana Söding
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