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Isidro Fainé, Chairman of 
“la Caixa” savings bank 
and Criteria, its investment 
arm and recently elected 
president of CECA (the Spanish 
federation of savings banks) 
and of CEDE (the Spanish 
Confederation of Directors 
and Executives) exudes 
energy and confi dence, as 
well as humility, and an 
innate capacity to lead and 
motivate. From his offi ce at 
the “la Caixa” headquarters 
in  Barcelona, there is 
an excellent view of the 
city, but he also offers a 
unique perspective over 
the economic future of the 
country.
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How do you manage the global-local aspect of 

globalization?

Globalization should be seen as a source of opportunity. 
In our case, it involves the challenge of helping our clients 
through their process of international growth, which we 
do through our branches in other countries, our repre-
sentative offi  ces, and the agreements we have with our 
partners and fi nancial institutions around the world.

What is your strategy to get out of the crisis?

Aside from macroeconomic questions, businesses have a 
key role to play in the recovery and their strategy must be 
based on certain premises. Firstly, they must rationalize 
their processes and rein in costs. They must also be more 
outward looking towards markets with greater relative 
growth, because our companies are still not very interna-
tional and there are great opportunities in Asian markets. 
For this reason, it is important to plan on the basis of the 
market, not the company. Innovation and quality must 
be at the center of the strategy. At the same time, man-
agement has a fundamental role to play in guaranteeing 
success in confronting the current situation.

Real leaders are leaders all the time, in bad times and 
good. If they’ve done their work well during the good 
times, they will be prepared for more diffi  cult situations. 
This is when we see the strengths and weaknesses, strate-
gic vision or the lack of it, and the solidity of institutional 
values. The strongest will survive, but so will those who 
are most able to adapt to change.

What measures must be taken to ensure that we 

don’t have another fi nancial crisis like this last one? 

And what lessons should the directors of fi nancial 

institutions learn from what has happened?

I believe that a real and lasting recovery must be based 
on wide-ranging institutional reform to increase the pro-
ductivity and effi  ciency of markets and improve the labor 
market.

But beyond the fi nancial crisis and the economy in gen-
eral, the future of our country really rests on the capacity 
of various economic forces and in particular the capac-
ity of businesses and those who run them to respond to 
the present challenges. The financial crisis that led to 
the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers has also shown the 
need for collaboration between national regulating bod-
ies. One of the main lessons has been the need for greater 
transparency, in an ever more global and interconnected 
enviroment, in order to avoid the situation where a lack 
of information leads to uncertainty that intensifi es the 
volatility of fi nancial markets and damages the sector.

Furthermore, I believe that the direct relationship be-
tween fi nancial bodies and their clients should never be 
left in the hands of intermediaries and that it is fundamen-
tal to personally assess clients and off er them products 
suited to their needs. We will come out of this situation 
stronger if we are capable of learning from our errors.
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The crisis has cast doubt 

on many socio-economic 

models. What’s your 

view on these changes?

We face ever-more com-
plex situations and a new 
frame of reference into 
which traditional ways of 
working don’t fi t. It is time 
to be realistic, and time 
to combine idealism with 
pragmatism. To do this, we 
must aspire to a certain 
type of utopia. The chang-
es we are going through 
affect social, political and 
economic structures that 
produce confusion in the 
media and the corridors 
of power. Globalization, 
together with techno-
logical innovation that 
has made obsolete what 
have hitherto been good 
working practices, has left 
many people feeling lost 
in a world where relativ-
ism is used to justify ev-
erything. Like Jack Welch 
said, ideas and numbers. 
There’s a tendency to-
wards the subjective and 
utilitarian, with the idea of 
the common good pushed 
to one side.

So how must society 

change to get out of the 

current crisis?

Without doubt we have 
to move towards a new 
humanism in which 
people are conscious of 
and responsible for their 
role in society, in spite of 
the current complexities. 
A universal consciousness, 
a sense of humility, the 
culture of hard work, the 
re-evaluation of work, a 
balance between rights 
and duties, inspiration, 
creativity and excitement 
should lead us to act in 
a way that is based on a 
new, intelligent and much 
needed humanism.

We have a responsibil-
ity not just to our families 
and our businesses but 
also to future generations. 
We have to return to re-
specting people and their 

freedoms and free people 
from the bonds that 
prevent them being what 
they need to be. We have 
to get our priorities right, 
in terms of right thinking, 
good judgment and, above 
all, the time for action. We 
must stimulate the energy 
that is inside us all, includ-
ing moral energy and the 
ethics and aesthetics of 
people themselves.   

What are the obstacles to 

regaining this social ini-

tiative, what you yourself 

call “time for action”?

Ideally, society will rid 
itself of rigidity so that it 
can make decisions in the 
spirit of creativity and 
intuition required to face 
up to this accelerating 
change, which is hitting us 
like a tsunami. We need a 
big dose of imagination, 
emotional intelligence, 
empathy and intuition 
to achieve the necessary 
social model. 

We face a big paradox: 
on the one hand we tie 
entrepreneurs’ hands, 
whether they are a busi-
ness people or directors. 
The majority of social 
functions in modern 
society are institutional-
ized and, largely, bureau-
cratized. On the other, we 
demand results, respon-
sibility, innovation and 
ingenuity to get us out of 
this jam. We need a de-
gree of freedom of action 
that simply isn’t possible 
today.

Freedom must be based 
less on laws and regula-
tions and more on human 
behavior subject to 
conscience and personal 
responsibility, which is 
unlimited, while bearing 
in mind that this attitude 
is part of a moral, ethical 
and aesthetic personal 
code. And this attitude 
must fi t in with the knowl-
edge society and with the 
spread of knowledge to all 
parts of our global society.  

A HUMANIST LEADER:
“TIME FOR ACTION”


