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Preface

Corporate sustainability, responsibility and citizenship are rapidly
entering the global business lexicon. Yet despite this there has been little
detailed research designed to examine corporate reasoning, response
and behaviour. This book is grounded in research designed to address
specific aspects of these questions. As such, I hope that its readership
will be composed of both corporate decision makers, and also others
whose interests lie in research. In particular, [ hope that a portion of the
readership will be composed of ‘sceptics’. In my opinion, to a large
extent, much of the current debate about these so called ‘soft’ business
issues is taking place behind closed doors. In many ways it is often por-
trayed as a quasi-religious confrontation between the ‘believers’ and the
‘disbelievers’. As with all things there is certainly a middle way, and
I think that this is where real progress can be made.

This book will show the reader with a business background how to
mitigate sustainability related risks and it will highlight some of the
opportunities that can be capitalised upon in order to create competitive
advantage. In contrast to other works in this area I have not suggested
that reputation is a concept to be exploited, rather I have taken a practi-
cal approach making it clear that reputation can only be mobilised to
one’s advantage if one has genuine underlying holistic performance.

For the researcher or academic this book presents the detailed results
of a research programme that I conducted over the last few years. On top
of presenting the results and conclusions I have also taken care to
emphasise those aspects which I believe contributed to its success, and
areas where [ thought my research technique could be improved.

As a last thought I would like to point out that through the course of
my research and consultancy it has become apparent to me that while
corporate responsibility and citizenship are controversial topics (ham-
pering their universal uptake) - individual responsibility and citizenship
are not. If you are socially and environmentally minded get out there
and influence consumption and spending patterns. At the end of the
day it is at the grassroots level where the real change truly lies. Don't just
blame someone else!
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Introduction

This book is the result of several years’ research that was conducted at
Judge Business School, University of Cambridge, between 2000 and
2004. It reflects the findings of a Global Fortune 500 CEO survey, but it
also reflects the findings of a literature and practice survey and many of
my experiences gained while consulting on sustainability issues for a
number of prominent multinational corporations (MNCs).

The book offers a novel perspective on the corporate sustainability
debate but, unfortunately, and unlike many others, it cannot claim to
offer a clear solution. Over the last few years I have increasingly come to
the realisation that this area is a minefield of complexity and dilemmas.
It is not black and white, or to use the frequently espoused discourse of
the corporate responsibility movement; a galactic battle between ‘Good
Corporation’ and ‘Bad Corporation’. I argue that this ‘Phantom Menace’
debate does little other than to damage the serious business case for sus-
tainability. In reality it is a battle of multiple, and often competing
dilemmas that companies and their stakeholders must join forces to
resolve. The resolutions will not meet with everyone'’s approval — but
will ultimately help contribute towards the societal goal of sustainable
development. Many of the observations, proposals and conclusions that
I make in the latter half of this book are based on the results of the sur-
vey that I conducted in 2002. The survey employed scenario planning
techniques as tools to gain an original and slightly unconventional
insight into the perceived future impact of sustainable development on
the reputation of large MNCs.

The objective of asking this question was not necessarily to determine
the exact impact — as due to the number of variables, this would be virtually
impossible — but to establish the perception of global corporate leaders.



2 The Sustainability Effect

When interviewed on the television, radio, or when profiled by a news-
paper, global corporate leadership can always be relied upon to say the
correct thing. Through the usage of a strict privacy/confidentiality state-
ment, the research sought to lift the veil of political correctness — exposing
what experienced corporate leaders really deem to be the future impor-
tance of environmental and social credibility. By determining their per-
ceptions we can expect to gain an insight into the potential direction of
corporate sustainability strategy over the coming years.

We already know that a large portion of a company’s value is made up
of intangibles — various studies suggest that this can be up to 70 per cent
of total value (for a review of these studies see Grey, 2001). For business,
it is important to attempt to predict how, and to what extent, environ-
mental and social credibility will/could impact this: Through dialogue
with global leaders, this research reveals the extent to which corporate
reputation is perceived to represent the fabled return on responsibility in
the near future. It is of critical importance for me to concede that the
field of research is young, intensely dynamic and due to its interdiscipli-
nary nature inherently controversial.  was aware of this from the outset.

Bearing this in mind, I believe that the reader should be aware of my
background; as a geologist turned environmental technologist turned
business advisor, my perspective is not rooted in any one discipline. As
a consequence, there are probably aspects of Chapters 2 and 3 that are
not as detailed as a reader from a single discipline may expect. This is
not a function of a lack of focus nor does it deter from its contribution;
it is a deliberate function of the desire to maintain an objective perspec-
tive.! This is most evident in sections of this book. A traditional litera-
ture review would reveal such a level of discrepancy that it would be
unintelligible and its practical use would not go beyond a mere ency-
clopaedic, backward looking, listing. Instead the section seeks to draw
together current thinking - focusing on similarities as opposed to differ-
ences. New developments, controversies and breakthroughs within
what are sometimes competing disciplines are critically discussed and
bound together. This process of binding has brought to light several new
notions and concepts which are worthy of interest and credence in their
own right — not withstanding later, more traditional empirical work.

By contributing an incremental step in our understanding of the
interface between business, society and the environment and reputation
management it is hoped that the agenda can move forward with greater
transparency and perhaps have a greater impact on the mammoth
challenge that is Sustainable Development.
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1.1 Layout

This book has been laid out in such a way that it is possible to read it
straight through from start to finish, or to dip in and out using the con-
tents or index as a point of reference. Without wishing to take away
from the importance or interest of the other chapters I would recom-
mend that the busy executive, with little time to spare, concentrates on
Chapters 2, 3, 5, and 6.

This book is subdivided into 6 chapters. Leaving aside the introduc-
tion, the Chapter 2 addresses the phenomenon that I have termed
‘Corporate Conscientiousness’. This phrase has not been used with the
intention of adding to the already burgeoning market for acronyms in
this field, rather it is an umbrella term that helps to describe a whole set
of processes that are occurring at the interface between business, society
and the environment. Following this literature, thought and practice
review, Chapter 3 uses the same process to examine current thinking
and corporate practice with respect to the construction of corporate rep-
utations and imagery. Chapters 4 and 5 go through the methodology,
content and results of a unique Global Fortune 500 CEO survey. The sur-
vey used scenario planning techniques as a tool to gain an original and
slightly unconventional insight into the perceived future impact of
sustainable development on the reputation of large MNCs.

Chapter 6 presents the conclusions of this book in two separate ways.
First, I have formulated 10 key propositions. These focus heavily on
leadership for sustainability, long-term thinking, communication and
partnerships. Second, I have highlighted a number of transitions inher-
ent in the dynamic relationship between today’s large MNCs and society
(argued on the basis of a combination of the results of my survey with
the literature and practice reviews in Chapters 2 and 3). I argue that the
successful management of these seven transitions is essential to the
extraction of reputational value from sustainability. This conclusion
distils each of these directional changes and in doing so, presents a
unique, challenging and revealing agenda for business and academia to
further investigate/attempt to resolve.
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The Rise of Corporate
Conscientiousness

2.1 Introduction

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens
can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever does.
Margaret Mead (1901-78) US anthropologist

This chapter charts the rise and implications of corporate interest/
engagement in responsibility. After a brief introduction the theoretical
framework underlying Sustainable Development is introduced in its his-
torical perspective. This is followed by a discussion about what Sustainable
Development really means to business, paying particular attention to
the most popular models of implementation. Subsequently, three
primary drivers of responsible behaviour are introduced and examined.
Section 2.4 looks at the ways in which companies are demonstrating
their responsibility performance and reviews some of the emerging
guidelines.

2.2 People, the planet and profits

Profits and principles, does there have to be a choice?
(Shell International, 1998)

People, planet & profits: an act of commitment.
(Shell International, 1999)

A complex question, followed up by a statement of intent. These are the
titles of Shell annual sustainability reports — published consecutively for
the past seven years.



