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RESULTS & DISCUSSION
In the present study we analyse the stakeholders’ perceptions regarding the process of closing down a SME shoe factory

in Portugal.

In Portugal, the process of closing down a firm requires official communication of the trade association, the trade union,

an employment-ruling government-body (DGERT) and, obviously, the workers themselves. The firm will close down

two months later. During that period the workers have 2 days per week to look for a job. At the end of this period they

will receive financial compensation as predicted by law.

Generally speaking the perception of the firms stakeholders regarding manager’s behaviour in the process of firms’

closing down is a negative one. This situation is particularly relevant in a country where companies often take

fraudulent bankruptcy: (1) the focus upon short term strategies in order to fulfil individual needs for power,

achievement and success; (2) the inefficiency of the judicial system benefits those who prevaricate and strongly

penalize debtors that have to wait years to receive their financial reimbursements.

Therefore, it seems less of a burden for managers and less costly for the companies owners to break the law.

In a time when Codes of Ethics, corporate social responsibility and corporate governance are in fashion we might ask

what is the relevance of business ethics and responsibility in this context? We understand Ethical Behaviour as the

acknowledgment of the others face (Levinas, 1995) which presuppose the notion of infinite responsibility.

The case study will show how important is ethical corporate responsibility in the process of a business ending for the

stakeholders involved.

INTRODUCTION

METHODOLOGY

We would like to explore in outline an ethical perspective by leaning on, and borrowing, some insights from the philosophy

of Levinas, in terms of which it would make sense to talk about corporate responsibility in ethical domain. To this

purpose, we rely on some of the key insights of the philosophy of Levinas, especially his fundamental notion of infinite

responsibility for the Other, to construct a plausible account of corporate responsibility. It may be just this kind of

philosophical challenge, offered by Levinas, which might ultimately succeed in changing the cultural ethos in which

corporations work. According to Levinas’s philosophy, ethics is understood as first philosophy, rejecting the dominant

view of individual responsibility which is based on a sense of the self as a spontaneous being. Instead, Levinas sees

the self as a being in relation to an other, who is not myself (that is, the same), but whose strangeness and whose

irreducibility to the I (my memories, my thoughts, my feelings as well as my material possessions) calls precisely into

question my spontaneity and autonomy for free action.

The face (le visage) is irreducible, being primordial, the Other’s face resists all characterisation and classification. One

could not fix the face in a picture or even in our memory; the face is expression, discourse. The Other’s face appears

as something new. In this sense, the Other is our teacher; the face teaches us the deep sense of our own identity and

infinite responsibility.

The face of the other calls us to justice and to justification. The other commands: “Thou shalt not kill”, “Thou shalt love thy

neighbour as thyself”, “Thou shalt do all that thou canst to help the other”, in spite of the defencelessness and

powerlessness of the Other. The face, however, should not be understood merely in terms of physical characteristics.

But it remains true that physiognomy crucially renders communication possible between the other and myself.

In speech (communication) is the Other. In speaking, the Other is solicited, called upon to respond. In speech the I and

the Other solicit each other without appropriation. The time of infinite responsibility is the time of speech where the

other has the first place. It is a lapse, a diachronical moment, because responsibility did not start at any particular

moment; it was certainly not the result of a choice or a contract. It is, par excellence, the ethical moment of the

discovery of the Others face.

Encounter with the Other which occurs in face-to-face dealings with other human beings also points beyond itself towards

absolute otherness, recognition of which is recognition of genuine transcendence, beyond Being, or Otherwise than

Being.

Ethics as the encounter with the other means that one’s fundamental ethical relation to the Other when one encounters it

as face is constituted by one’s infinite responsibility for it.
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1. For this company the time of responsibility it is no confined to the legal figure of limited liability but it is the time of saying where the other has the first place.

2. The company responded to the call of other with whom it had relations.

3. The company took in consideration the fate of individuals.

4. The social relations were not reduced to “human neutrality”.

5. The company speech is beyond the established order and significations.

In this particular context one could say that in spite of the negative impact of the firm closing down, the process was conducted according to justice which, in Levinasian

terms means that duties to the others override rights and self-interest.
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We used a semi-structured interview to gather information.

We were interested in understand how different stakeholders perceived it. Interviewees were asked to recall

the main events and their feelings across the process of the firm’s closing down, what was particularly

relevant for them and others, what others would say, for example, at the coffee shop in the family circle.

In addition we ask to the managers | administrators why they decide to close the firm, how they implemented

the decision,

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

It took more one year between the decision to end and the stop of the production. Currently the liquidation process is still on going. The process is explained in the following graph.
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The action described here is located at the North of Portugal, in Aveiro district. This is a case of shoe

family owned company (SA limited liability where equity was hold by two shareholders) ended the

production in April 2006.

In Portugal, there is a negative feeling towards the process of ending business, this is caused by the

action of the firms which leave the country or close the plant. In fact, since 2003 to 2007, 65 firms

end their business which represents 2582 jobs lost (either by downsizing or closing down, Fig. 1

and 2) in the same region where our case was withdraw. The great majority of those firms did not

reimbursed their workers as required by law (Fig. 3).

Nevertheless there are exceptions. This study will focus on the analysis of a family owned business

that when operating was pointed out as a reference in the sector and it was able to maintain its

reputation throughout the process of closing down in 2006. Data was collected among different

stakeholders: two former employees, two former suppliers, the two lawyers involved in the process,

the union representative, the Mayor acting as the representative for the local community and the

two managers involved in the process.

In addition, we collected several newspapers’ articles reporting the cases of firms closing down.

Restructuring
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FINAL REMARKS

We would like to thank to Clotilde Oliveira, who interviewed employees and union representatives.

The problem of this firm was not a financial 

one, at the beginning.  When we decided to 

close the firm had 5 years of financial losses 

and even so we always paid the salaries on 

time, we always kept the contracts with the 

suppliers. But season after season, both 

profit margins and sales were diminishing. 

We decided to deal with the process instead 

of paying someone to do it because it was 

cheaper and we thought that we ought to.

The press likes to explore and to show the negative impact of 

the closing down processes. They always refer that the 

administration /management is never available for interviews 

and often not present on site. The workers will agree to the 

interviews as a way of relieving their frustrations. In this 

particular case they were surprised. The management received 

the media explaining the decision but the workers refused any 

interviews and even asked the TV crews to leave the site as 

they did not want to be filmed.

They call the President of the Union asking for declarations 

and when she said that there was nothing to declare, that 

workers would received their imbursements, the reporter 

wonder if she was only concerned with money “what about 

jobs?”, he asked.

CITY COUNCIL | MAYOR
UNION REPRESENTATIVE

I trusted them [firm’ owners and managers], they told us what they were 

going to do, we agreed terms and deadlines for the end of the process. 

Because I trusted them I was able to quieten the workers anxiety.

This was a completely different situation from another firm that close 

recently: employees were treated and felt as family (previous to the 

end), they used to go on holidays with the owners to Algarve and etc, 

when they worked extra hours they wouldn’t accept any payment, and 

one day the firm closed without any warning, workers did not received 

any compensation and the case is currently to be solved by the labour 

court.

This company’s had a huge reputation and when there 

was visitors form the government or abroad this 

company was visited and pointed out as a model. In 

my opinion it was an act of courage, they [firm’ owners 

/managers] faced the failure before others.

There is always a negative impact. These 

are never good news for workers. There is 

always a feeling of (1) betrayal and loss, (2) 

powerlessness and (3) distress. However, 

the way the process is conducted might 

relieve the negative feelings: (1) the 

workers were listened, they [firm’ owners 

and managers] hold various meetings in 

order to answer questions raised by us, (2) 

I got the feeling from the encounters there 

was no hidden agenda, what was 

discussed and agreed would be 

implemented, (3) more precisely, the 

payment of the workers compensation.

LAWYER | UNION SIDE

EMPLOYEES
Time: everything was prepared on time and 

schedule, everything was considered, predicted 

guaranteed 

Share holders: there were crucial to the way 

business was ended, there was a friendly and 

trusting atmosphere, the communication process 

was open and affable between workers and the 

management team.

BOARD OF ADMINISTRATION

[S1] I was surprised with the shutting down decision (…) it was a decision for the best. I appreciated the fact that 

I was informed about the plan in advance and I promised to carry out deliveries until the very last day. 

[S2] I start working with B. recently but I had always good impression about them [owners/managers] (…) they 

were very polite. (…)They called me in, and explained  the situation of the firm. (…) When they asked me if I 

could keep on supplying them I agreed immediately.  I thought that if they always kept their word (in the past with 

payments and all), I could not turn my back to them in a moment that they really needed me. So I agreed to 

supply a large order without any restrictions. On the following morning I was at the warehouse unloading the 

order. They paid me everything, I have nothing to say (…).
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Figure 1 Closing down: number of workers who lost their jobs

Figure 2 Downsizing: number of workers who lost their jobs

Figure 3  Percentage of firms that reimbursed  workers
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Source: Basilius (2006) – Despedimento Colectivo. Arrifana. Carta. 
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TIME OF SAYING
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1st COMUNICATION | speech

A relationship regulated by the recognition of faces, 

friendship and proximity.

2nd COMUNICATION | speech
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Rupture with the established significations

[E1 mixed feelings] We know that things are 

not well but we always thought that business 

would improve. 

[E2] I believe that there is not one best way to 

end a business, however in this case all the 

financial commitments where paid (taxes, 

suppliers and employees).

[E1 telling a story about one of the oldest 

employees ] While sitting with his friends, was 

asked about the status of the company. Since it 

had become public that the company would be 

shutting down he confirmed it to the group. One 

of his acquaintances replied that he was in fact 

lucky to work for such a company and that in 

his view closing down and compensating 

workers only happens once in a hundred. 

Another man reinforced the comment saying 

that in his view, it was more like one in 

a thousand.

[E1 telling a story about the postponing of the 

compensation] For red tape related reasons 

managers had to defer the payment of the 

compensations. All workers were summoned 

and it was explained to them the reasons why 

payment would be pushed back one month. 

The only reactions from the workers were jokes 

about that same delay. There was a friendly 

atmosphere between administration and us … 

they [firm’ owners / managers] always 

communicate what they were doing during the 

process.

The importance of faces

The following map shows the data collected from interviews and its meaning 

regarding our theoretical framework. From our point of view, Levinas’ ethics is 

meaningful to the understanding of the events described in the case presented 

in the current research. 


