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Executive Summary

The term ‘sustainable development’ has finally made its way into the mainstream. You can

hardly turn on the radio or open a broadsheet newspaper without some story related to 

‘sustainable business’ or ‘sustainable economics’. Even the tabloids and TV news are 

catching up, with frequent coverage of climate change, interviews with intrepid young 

sustainability entrepreneurs and coverage of a new generation of politicians for whom 

sustainability is as obvious as ABC.

We all know what the environmental risks are. And we all know about the resource 

limitations we face, even without a growing global population. It seems that there is now a

growing acceptance that sustainable development is the only option available to us if we

want to avoid environmental catastrophe, widening social inequality and economic crises.

But what does sustainable development look like in practice? This is the question that many

of our partners at Forum for the Future are now asking. In this report we’ve pulled together

the best examples of sustainability that exist in the world today. These examples come from

companies that we describe as leader businesses – businesses that are pushing the boundaries

on sustainability in one or more areas of their business activity. If a company today were to

achieve all of these hallmarks they would be well on their way to sustainability.  But they

wouldn’t be all the way there.

The sustainable business of the future will be more than this, more than just the sum of the

parts we’ve set out in this report. A sustainable business will go further, by having as its core

activity the provision of solutions that address the problems of the world. In so doing, it will

deliver sustainable profit and shareholder value.  

Sadly, the truly sustainable business does not exist in reality. Yet. The sustainable business is

inevitable, and the hallmarks of the leader business we present in this report are key stages 

in getting there. Over the course of the next few years we will see a new breed of business,

who will be winners on all fronts. Winners because their profits will be be enhanced; winners

because they will deliver sustainable development.

Many companies, large and small, are already adapting their business models in ways that

mark them out as leaders in the field of sustainable development in one or more areas of

their business. These are the ‘leader businesses’. They are the trailblazers. They are the 

ones to watch.

A leader business recognises growing pressures – from resource depletion and increased 

legislation to rising customer expectations and exposure to criticism from NGOs and the

media. Yet they’re not just driven by risk management. Many of the case studies we present

here come from businesses that have recognised the financial opportunities of sustainable

development – whether from accessing new markets such as the 2.5 billion people living in

poverty or through providing services to meet the needs of a world in trouble, such as 

renewable energy and products that deliver energy efficiency.

On the following pages you’ll be introduced to the concept of the leader business in more

detail. You’ll then be taken on a whistle-stop tour of the leader businesses in each of our

business categories – functions or activities that are universal to all business. For each of these

we’ve identified the hallmarks of leadership today, provided case studies from big business
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At Forum for the Future we develop 
corporate thinking and behaviour to make
sustainable development an integral part of
business practice. We work through 
trust-based partnerships with key players
across the business sector. Our aim is to
help our corporate partners and their 
sectors to improve their social, ethical and
environmental performance. 

Each partner is able to draw on the expertise
of Forum’s team of advisors through a work
programme focused on their business. 
We use a range of tools, from strategic 
positioning to sustainability accounting.

Through education, we build the capacity
for implementation of sustainable develop-
ment, and all our partners across all sectors
benefit from membership of the Forum
Business Network – a dynamic group of
leading practitioners.

Being a charity is central to the way we
work. Our partners share our mission to build
a more sustainable way of life and gain a
fresh perspective on business issues.

Who should read this report?
Is yours a leader business? This report is
intended for anyone with responsibility for
formulating and delivering corporate 
strategy. It should also be read by anyone
who believes that business should play a
lead role in tackling environmental and
social challenges.

Forum For The Future Business Programme

business@forumforthefuture.org.uk
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1 Introduction

“Do the profitable thing now, and do it as responsibly as possible. At the same 
time, press hard, on a moral basis, for making more of those responsible things
more profitable in the future.” Jorgen Randers, Just Values
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This report introduces the ‘leader business’ – a business that understands that its long-

term survival lies in an effective response to big social, environmental and economic

issues. It showcases what a leader business looks like in practice today and how such a

business might develop in future.

Are you a leader business? Could you be? If you are we hope this report will encourage

you to keep pushing the boundaries and give you ideas on how to progress your position.

If you want to be a leader, we hope it will inspire you to step up your efforts. But followers

should also take note – today’s leaders often frame tomorrow’s standard practice.

1.1 What is a leader business?

In this report we define a leader business as an organisation that’s ahead of the pack in its

approach to sustainable development. The leader business is a front-runner, setting new 

standards in business practice and pioneering new

ideas. It might be doing this in one part of its 

business or in several – either way the leader 

business is starting to recognise the benefits of 

sustainability and beginning to reap the rewards.  

And the rewards are multiple. They include more

fulfilled staff, creation of new products and services,

access to new markets and reduced dependence

on natural resources. And the benefits aren’t only

to the business. The leader business will also 

deliver some social and environmental benefits as it

starts to recognise its potential to effect change

beyond its traditional stakeholders.  

The majority of leader businesses are enjoying

these rewards in only a part of their business, but

are looking to broaden their approach to sustain-

ability. These are the businesses that have, at 

present, the greatest potential to become 

sustainable businesses.  

At Forum for the Future we define a sustainable

business as one that demonstrates our hallmarks

for sustainability in all of its activities. But more

than this, a truly sustainable business is one that

A Manifesto for Tomorrow’s Global
Business – an example of the leader 
business approach

In February 2006 The Tomorrow’s Leaders Group

released ‘A Manifesto for tomorrow’s global 

business’
2
. Eight Chief Executives from global 

companies such as BP, Swiss Re and P&G committed

their companies to addressing the world’s most

challenging issues – poverty, environment, 

demographic change and globalisation – as part 
of their core business strategy.

Their commitments include:

● Developing technologies and products that 

enable the world to address social and 

environmental challenges

● Creating new markets, livelihoods and customers 

amongst the 2.5 billion people living in poverty

● Operating and competing successfully in a range 

of countries and markets, whilst maintaining 

consistent global standards

● Devising strategies to address demographics like 

ageing and population growth

For more information about this bold move visit

www.wbcsd.org.
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and given an indication of what leadership might look like in the future. We conclude the

report by identifying five shifts that need to take place to facilitate the growth of sustainable

business – shifts in business and government alike.

Key hallmarks of a leader business:

● A genuine commitment to sustainability is visible at the highest level of the business, with 

sustainability principles present in core strategic goals.  

● There is a clear vision of the organisation in a future where sustainability is core to 

creating value.  

● Key sustainability indicators are fully integrated into the governance system of the business.  

● Staff are encouraged to deliver the sustainability programme through effective performance 

management, incentives and provision of appropriate tools and resources.

● Future products and services will deliver both sustainability and profits. 

● Marketing campaigns and pricing structures help customers make more sustainable choices. 

● Close partnerships with suppliers are in place that improve standards and stimulate innovation.

● The environmental impacts of the business, both direct and indirect, are well understood. 

● The business has a clear understanding of what it would mean to operate within 

environmental limits.

● There is a clear understanding of the value of stakeholder engagement.

● Stakeholders are involved in identifying and prioritising material issues of the company 

at a strategic level.

● The business demonstrates consistency on public messages and ‘behind the scenes’ lobbying, 

with policy proposals reflecting policies and commitments on sustainability.

● Progressive government action towards a higher degree of sustainability is sought, on a 

national and international level.

● Business risks and opportunities associated with sustainable development are well understood

and communicated.

● Environmental and social cost accounting methodologies are recognised and understood 

by investors and used to help describe materiality.

● Community activities have strong links to the core business, its brands and its products/services.

● Reporting focuses on material issues and the system for prioritising these is robust and 

transparent. The organisation doesn’t shy away from difficult and sensitive issues.

● The report forms an integral part of management systems, driving performance, engaging 

stakeholders and challenging the industry. 

The five shifts required to facilitate the development of sustainable 
business are:

Shift 1: Take up of sustainability by the mainstream

Shift 2: Promote the sustainable business model

Shift 3: Transform sectors towards sustainability

Shift 4: Establish progressive alliances on market governance

Shift 5: Re-engineer the metrics of business
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1.2 Why is the leader business important?

“Rarely have business leaders faced such a complex and challenging set of 
economic pressures, political uncertainties and societal expectations. Regardless
of their industry sector, country of origin, or corporate ownership structure, they
are under growing pressure to demonstrate outstanding performance not only 
in terms of competitiveness and market growth, but also in their corporate 

governance and their corporate citizenship.”

Responding to the Leadership Challenge: Findings of a CEO

Survey on Global Corporate Citizenship
3

Today’s business context is framed by environmental, social and
economic pressures squeezing business’s room for manoeuvre.

Challenges such as rising temperatures and water shortages and 

2.5 billion people living in poverty loom dark and large, yet we continue

to tinker with business as usual. Sustainable development needs 

business leaders to take up its cause and drive it, as many of Forum For

The Future’s business partners are starting to do. Concerted action is 

needed from all sectors to ensure a positive future.  

We’re not talking about altruistic actions here – hard environmental

limits present business risks, licence to operate needs to be earned and

there are real opportunities for those that adapt to current and 

emerging realities.  

There is however a moral imperative too. As BT and Forum discussed 

in Just Values, if we limit ourselves to a narrow business case (see box

on page 4) then we may not achieve the scale of response that issues

like climate change demand
4
. 

As more businesses see their future prosperity as a function, rather

than a by-product, of proactive sustainable development management,

there is increasing value in being a leader. Leader businesses benefit

from increased stakeholder goodwill. By applying sustainability 

thinking they can create new markets for more sustainable products

and services.

We focus on leader businesses because that’s where the critical

momentum is. They trial new approaches, develop new business models

and continually move the goal posts, keeping the rest of the business

community on their toes. Small and medium sized organisations play a

vital part in this, through bringing new ideas to market, and challenging

the established business orthodoxy. However, this report focuses on the

big players. This is for two reasons. Firstly, Forum’s work focuses on

large companies (because they often have the biggest impact) and we

draw heavily on our experience and that of our partners. Secondly, we

have looked for examples that others can use and these tend to come

from big players.

Fact base

According to the Organisation

for Economic Co-operation and

Development (OECD), economic

damages and losses arising

from climatic destabilisation

could cost the global economy

up to $970 billion.
5

If China were to have a car in

every garage, American style, it

would need 80 million barrels

of oil a day – more than the

world currently produces.  

If paper consumption per 

person in China were to reach

the US level, China would need

more paper than the world

produces.  

If the fossil fuel-based, 

automobile-centred, throw

away economic model will not

work for China, it will not work

for the other 2.5 billion people

in the developing world – and

it will not work for the rest of

the world.
6

The Millennium Ecosystem

Assessment concludes approxi-

mately 60% of ecosystem 

services are being degraded or

used unsustainably. These

include fresh water, fisheries,

pest regulation and climate

regulation. 

The full financial value of

ecosystems such as these has

been calculated at $33 trillion
7
.

makes profit from addressing the very real social and environmental problems that we face. 

In so doing a sustainable business not only adds value for its shareholders, it also adds value

to the environment and society consistently and for the long term.

Over the last ten years the standard business case for sustainable development has

been driven by an understanding of how social and environmental issues affect 

various value drivers such as reputation, resource efficiency or innovation. This has

allowed business to create public good, but only if there is a positive impact on the

financial bottom line.

The leader business takes this a step further – looking for ways to make more profit

because it creates public good. The leader business is beginning to explore how the

company can help create a more sustainable society and increase profits at the

same time.

The standard business case drives companies to do the sustainable thing as long as

it is profitable. The leadership business case for sustainable development aims to

make those sustainable things more profitable in the future. Which approach does

your business take?

Sustainabilty is the capacity for continuance.

Sustainable development is the process by which 

we will reach this end goal.



6 7

Leadership and
commitment

Sales and
marketing

Governance and
embedding

Products and
services

Investors

Reporting

Community

Stakeholder
relations

Government

Employees

Supplier relations

Environment

2 Qualities of a leader business

Sustainable development is a complex issue and many organisations struggle with how to

manage it. There are several conceptual frameworks designed to help organisations understand

sustainable development. At Forum For The Future we often use the Five Capitals Framework

to work through what sustainable development could look like for an organisation. The frame-

work consists of five basic ‘stocks’ – natural, human, social, manufactured and financial – that

need to be invested in sufficiently to allow organisations to live off the interest. For business,

the Five Capitals Framework can provide a hypothetical model for sustainable capitalism
12

.

Once an organisation has acquired an understanding of sustainable development, it is important

to be able to describe what the application of sustainability thinking looks like for different

business activities. At Forum for the Future we have developed a sustainability-positioning tool

which sets out a core set of corporate activities. For each of these categories we’ve developed

leadership characteristics or ‘hallmarks’. In developing the hallmarks we have drawn on a

range of sustainability benchmarking tools and our own experience of working with business.

The positioning tool has been used to help a number of our 50 business partners understand

where they are in relation to sustainability.  

Whilst every business will have a slightly different list of corporate activities, the categories

we’ve identified are helpful for understanding and communicating corporate sustainability

and are used to structure this report.

For more information on how we use the positioning tool see

www.forumforthefuture.org.uk/business

Applying 
Sustainable 

Development 
to Business

1.3 Where are we now?

Over the last ten years businesses have become more willing to get to grips with and
manage their contribution towards a sustainable society. Corporate sustainability
reporting has nearly tripled over the last ten years

8
. Global investment indices, such 

as the FTSE4Good and Dow Jones Sustainability Index, are increasingly visible (see
page 26). These trends have been encouraged by rising consumer interest, investor
concern and growing coverage in mainstream media.

Business Response – From Corporate Responsibility to Sustainable Business

The framework of Corporate Responsibility (CR), or Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), offers some

response to the big challenges. For some organisations, CR is a philanthropic activity. For others it

includes employee volunteering, community partnerships and environmental management. In a

smaller number of cases, CR does in fact equate to our leader business. However, it can often be a

reactive response to critical issues, managed outside of core business activities, and so missing strategic

opportunities for value creation. It exists within the status quo and doesn’t seek to challenge it.

Essentially CR as ‘business as usual’ offers no path up the sustainability mountain. As Jonathon

Porritt points out in his latest book ‘Capitalism as if the World Matters’
9
, CR will only allow 

organisations to ‘reach the first base camp along the road to sustainability’. That’s why we prefer to

talk about sustainable business as the end goal and sustainable development as the process by

which we get there.

The momentum is growing. Formerly reticent companies finally ‘getting it’ are on the up, most

notably Wal-Mart’s ambitions to become a more sustainable company – driven by reputational

risk. But it’s not just about avoiding risk; it’s about creating new opportunities
10

. In 2005, General

Electric launched Ecomagination – capitalising on demand for environmentally friendly technologies

(see page 12). BP, AOL and Diageo are all running large-scale marketing campaigns raising 

customer awareness of their sustainable development issues and creating demand
11
. This report is

rich in examples of companies like these – seeking to benefit from early mover advantage in joining

the ranks of leader business.

Sustainable Development
● Is about long term continuity of global society 

● Allows integrated approaches to social, environmental and economic issues
● Business is a key actor (as well as government and civil society)

● Will shape the future of the global economy
● Can offer insights to underpin the future viability of business models

● Provides context to examine inherent sustainability of products and services 

Corporate (Social) Responsibility
● Focuses on current ‘issues’

● Is reactive, reputation-driven
● Has limited reach into core business

● Tends to neglect strategic opportunities
● Tends to avoid material issues by diverting 

focus onto non-material areas



Hallmarks of a leader in leadership and commitment

A genuine commitment to sustainability is visible at the highest level, with
sustainability principles present in core strategic goals.  

A thorough understanding of the key issues relating to the short and long
term business case is present.  

There is a clear vision of the organisation in a future where sustainability is core
to creating value.  

Real performance improvements are in evidence.  

The organisation is driving the external agenda forward on a select number of
business relevant issues.

Why is leadership 
important?

Leadership is about understanding
the social and environmental 
factors that will affect the future
of the business, ensuring that the
business is able to meet these
challenges, grasp opportunities
and deliver sustainable growth. 

The 2003 World Economic Forum
survey

13
of CEOs of private and

public companies identified 
personal leadership from the
highest level as crucial to driving
sustainability forward. 

The report states that several large
businesses, including Diageo,
Statoil, Siemens and Merck, are
now starting to build sustainability
related performance criteria into
their remunerations systems for
executives, recognising that 
ultimate responsibility for future
proofing the business lies at the
highest level.

BP, one of the world's largest energy companies, has a clear

idea of its contribution towards a shift from a fossil fuel-

dependent world to renewable alternatives. The company has a

strategic goal to create sustainable value for shareholders.

There is also a set of group values closely aligned with the 

principles of sustainability which set out how the company will

achieve this goal. The organisation demonstrates how personal

leadership and a clear vision (‘Beyond Petroleum’) drive change. 

BP is committed to finding new and sustainable ways to provide

heat, light, power and mobility services. It has created a new

business focussed on low-carbon power – BP Alternative
Energy. This new business will sit alongside the traditional oil

and gas business. These traditional activities will also deliver ever

cleaner hydrocarbon-based products to satisfy growing 

customer demand and concerns about the environment.

Building on the success of BP Solar, BP Alternative Energy will

invest in solar, wind, hydrogen power and combined-cycle-gas-

turbine (CCGT) power generation. This investment could amount

to $8 billion over the next ten years. 

The company demonstrates an understanding that what it 

ultimately supplies is not fuel, but heat, light, power and 

mobility. 

www.bp.com

2.1 Are your top people showing the way?

Wessex Water, a UK water company,

has developed a vision that sets out what a

fully sustainable water company would look

like. Defining its goals using the Five Capitals

Framework (natural, human, social, 

manufactured and financial), it lists targets

for each of the capitals and a set of 

mechanisms for achieving them. 

By focussing on a vision in this way, the 

company's core values and activities can be

aligned with sustainable development 

principles and practice.

www.wessexwater.co.uk

First Choice is a prime example of an organisation

willing to take a leadership position within its sector and

push forward on sustainability. It was one of the first major

UK travel operators to adopt a sustainable tourism policy. 

It acknowledges that “the environment, the communities

and cultures within which we operate, and our relationships

with key groups and individuals are vital to the success of

our business.” One of the major players in the UK industry

in recent years, First Choice took an active role in the 

creation of both the UK's sustainable tourism charity The

Travel Foundation and the Responsible Tourism Committee

at The Federation of Tour Operators. 

Building on this commitment, First Choice developed 

post-2020 hi- and low-tech sustainable holiday scenarios.

Published in The Times in 2005, these scenarios look set to

encourage further developments in the sector. Now First

Choice is aligning its corporate strategy and sustainability

ambitions to ensure a permanent leadership position in 

its sector.

www.fcenvironmentandpeople.com

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business should

Deliver successful business innovations
driven by their sustainability vision. 
The innovations should manifest them-
selves in all areas of business activity,
from products and services to employee
engagement.  

Engage within and across sectors to
address global challenges, such as
poverty, climate change and health. 

Engage in economic debates and push
for a more sustainable variant of 
capitalism – one that enables and rewards
the sustainable business.  

Demonstrate that by taking sustainability
seriously, they are consistently able to
deliver better business.

8 9



Hallmarks of a leader in governance and embedding

Key sustainability indicators are fully integrated into the business systems.  

Risk management systems include sustainability criteria. 

Different business units and functions have sustainability incorporated
into their objectives, even if they’re labelled differently.  

There is recognition that transformation towards sustainability is only 
possible through deep-rooted cultural change.  

Staff are encouraged to deliver the sustainability programme through 
incentives, effective performance management and provision of appropriate
tools and resources.

Robust and transparent governance structures are in place.

Why is good governance important?

Without proper systems for governing and
integrating sustainability into daily 
operations, sustainable development and
corporate responsibility activities will always
be marginal to the core of the business, and
as such potentially ineffective.

A good governance system enables the
organisation to identify and remove barriers,
seize opportunities and understand risks
related to social and environmental trends 
in society.

Interface, a global flooring manufacturer, is one of

the best examples of a leader business today. Drawing

down from a powerful vision and overarching frame-

work for sustainable development it acknowledges that

sustainability requires culture change, long-term

engagement and training.  

Systems and procedures have been adapted to fit with

the vision, and staff and partners are aware of its vision

to be a restorative company by 2020. An extensive 

programme is in place to provide appropriate training

for all functions. Specific sustainability champions are

charged with helping to maintain the momentum for

continuous improvement. Sustainability is also 

embedded in the critical innovation process.

Examples of its programme to move towards the vision

include a training programme that was kicked off with

a needs analysis, with specific modules to suit different

job functions. The EcoSense programme educates staff

about sustainability and helps them identify practical

ways to work more sustainably. 

www.interfaceinc.com

2.2 Do your governance structures help 
put principles into action?

BT has a comprehensive CSR governance 

structure. The Board agrees strategy, risk and 

performance whilst the different management

teams and committees govern performance and

implementation on a day-to-day basis. The Board

is kept informed of any new developments or

expectations that may affect its duties, and all new

Directors receive briefings on social and environ-

mental issues to ensure they understand both the

risks and the opportunities.

The CSR governance framework includes a 

management council, a Board level community

investment committee, and an environmental

group. BT has also established an external

Leadership Panel to review current and future

issues. As well as providing an ‘early warning’ 

reality check, the panel also challenges BT on its

actions. 

BT has created a key performance indicator (KPI)

measuring its performance on ethics, with a target

of 76% performance for 2006. The measure

includes staff awareness of Business Principles, an

external benchmarking survey and responses from

the annual staff survey. 

www.bt.com

Novo Nordisk, a pharmaceuticals

company specialising in diabetes care, has

taken several steps to integrate CSR into its

governance and management structures.

These include committing its Board to 

oversee continuous social, environmental

and economic performance and creating

dedicated positions relating to aspects of

CSR such as the Senior Vice President of

Stakeholder Relations. 

To keep track of progress a nominated

‘Group of Facilitators’ support organisational

learning and help align projects with 

business targets. The facilitators are a global

team of people with long-standing 

managerial experience and expertise in the

business. They evaluate integration of the

Novo Nordisk Way of Management, 

including the company’s commitment to

the Triple Bottom Line. This involves review

of documentation, interviews with 

management, employees and external

stakeholders, as well as analyses of relevant

business processes.

www.novonordisk.com

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business should

Develop a business model to deliver value
through sustainable practices and outputs.

Set up robust culture change systems to
understand risks and maximise opportunities
unique to specific business functions, and
equip staff with the knowledge and tools 
necessary to deal with dilemmas.   

Establish a fully integrated sustainable 
development management system, for example
according to standard frameworks such as
those developed by the British Standards
Institute and the SIGMA project. 
(www.projectsigma.co.uk) 

Organise the CR/SD department to be a 
co-ordinating hub, rather than the delivery
agent, of the corporate sustainability 
programme.

10 11



12 13

Hallmarks of a leader in products and services

Future offers will deliver both sustainability and profits. 

Products and services will be developed to address specific challenges such as
climate change, poverty, water and sanitation.

There is a move away from linear models of production and consumption
towards closed loop systems.

Product development and innovation is focused on delivering the function of
the product to the customer rather than the product itself. 

Product stewardship is integrated into the development process, with 
appropriate decision-making tools supporting more sustainable choices.

Why are sustainable products
and services important?

By integrating sustainability into 
product or service development, 
sustainable development shifts from
being a potentially costly add-on, to
being integral to business profitability.
This is where the real opportunities lie.

Sustainable and commercially 
successful products and services that
build customer loyalty are essential for
long-term corporate survival.
Anticipating future regulation and
customer trends can maximise first
mover advantage, minimise future 
liabilities and build stronger brands. 

Company value is increasingly reliant
on brands, innovation, ideas and 
perception of progressiveness

14
.

Sustainability, in turn, can enhance
these value drivers.

2.3 Do your products and services deliver 
sustainable solutions?

Challenging the misconception that sustainable products are

dull, niche and don’t sell, Toyota’s Hybrid Prius has won

several awards including the 2004 Motortrend Car of the Year

Award. This is a product that sells as much on performance

and quality as on its sustainability credentials.

Since first hitting the road in Japan in 1997 and the United

States in 2000, Toyota is now struggling to keep up with

demand which rose by 82% in 2004 in the US alone.

The Prius is the first vehicle to emerge from Toyota’s Eco-
Project programme, providing more appealing products for a

safer and more pleasant world. Its carbon dioxide emissions

are 32% lower than a normal petrol-burning car, and it

exceeds the US standards for a Super Ultra Low Emission

Vehicle. Toyota makes use of recyclable materials in manufac-

turing processes, and aims to phase out the use of any 

substances of environmental concern. In New Zealand, it has

achieved its target of zero waste to landfill.

Whilst share prices in more traditional car manufacturing 

businesses have plummeted over the last year, Toyota’s 

proactive approach to sustainable mobility has underpinned a

sustained upwards rise in company value.

www.toyota.com

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business
should

Seek more aggressive business 
models that deliver products and 
services that address social wellbeing
and environmental protection.

Develop an understanding of 
what sustainable production and 
consumption really looks like. 

Enable smart consumption through
products and services that deliver 
profits, satisfied customers and that
support sustainable development.

General Electric’s ‘Ecomagination’

programme is designed to drive environ-

mental design innovations. It has targets to

double R&D investment from 2004 levels by

2010 (to $1.5 billion), to introduce more

Ecomagination products each year, and to

double revenues (a minimum of US$20 

billion) from products and services 

providing customers with significant and

measurable environmental benefits.  

In launching the programme, Jeff Immelt,

Chairman and CEO of General Electric said

“We are going to solve tough customer and

global problems and make money doing it.”

http://ge.ecomagination.com

Vodafone is actively exploring ways to do business with

some of the world’s 2.5 billion poorest people, and promote

more strongly the affordability and socio-economic dimensions

of sustainable development. In 2004, Vodafone launched a

Balance Transfer service in Egypt. The service, also available

from other operators across Africa, allows mobile phone users

to transfer airtime from phone to phone. The scheme allows

independent re-sellers to sell small amounts of airtime for a

profit, making mobile services affordable to poorer segments

of the society and contributing to grass-roots economic 

development. Impact analyses also show that people use the

Balance Transfer service to build social capital through sharing

minutes with family and friends.

The Balance Transfer service shows how standard products

can be adapted to local economics and demographics. By

actively researching the socio-economic impacts of its 

products and services, Vodafone is striving to develop its

future offers to deliver both profits and wider societal benefits

through accessing new markets.  

www.vodafone.com
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Hallmarks of a leader in sales and marketing

Marketing campaigns and pricing structures help customers make more 
sustainable choices. 

There is active dialogue with customers on sustainability issues, coupled with
an understanding of how sustainability issues relate to different market segments.

The relationships between sustainability, brand and reputation have been
explicitly recognised and in some cases, quantified.

Ethical marketing practices are evident in sensitive areas such as marketing to
children.

Plans are in place to improve the welfare of the 2.5 billion people at the bottom
of the pyramid through creating new market opportunities.

Why are sustainable
lifestyles important?

Marketing is a powerful tool
and companies will be
rewarded for using it to good
effect. 

Consumers are becoming
increasingly aware (and 
critical) of the power of 
marketing and it adds up to
good risk management to
ensure that marketing 
campaigns are aligned with
ethical policies. 

Companies are beginning to
focus their attention on the
world’s 2.5 billion poorest to
find ways of expanding
beyond traditional markets.

BP Ultimate is a new fuel designed

with both improved performance

(power, acceleration, fuel economy and

engine care) and environmental 

credentials in mind. The ‘more perform-

ance, less pollution’ message helps

counteract public perceptions of 

environmentally friendly goods costing

more and being of inferior quality.

The design of the campaign indicates a

high awareness of customer key drivers,

featuring a strong push on quality and

performance with environmental 

benefits as an additional benefit rather

than the main characteristic.

www.bp.com

2.4 Are you enabling your customers 
to enjoy a sustainable life?

Unilever, one of the world’s largest consumer goods companies,

continually works to improve the sustainability of its own products

and performance, as well as the performance of its sector overall.  

Through its Sustainable Agriculture Programme, Unilever has 

developed sustainable management guidelines for five key crops –

palm oil, peas, spinach, tea, and tomatoes. Fish and fresh water are

other key impact areas, and in 2005 Unilever commissioned research

into the sustainability of the fishing industry
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work out how to deliver sustainable fisheries and provide a blueprint

for action.  

Turning to fresh water, Unilever is both reducing the water it uses in

food manufacturing as well as the water customers have to use with

its products. In India, a washing powder has been re-formulated to

foam less and minimise rinsing, and wider health issues are being

addressed through an innovative Lifebuoy soap community campaign.

The aim is to raise awareness of the links between diarrhoeal diseases

and the use of soap and is supported by the development of an

affordable 18-gram bar of Lifebuoy.  

Unilever has played an important part in making mass market goods

more sustainable and enabling consumers to make better choices

without paying a premium. 

www.unilever.com

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business
should

Build up a sophisticated 
understanding of the different 
levels of influence it wields with
the value chain, and then use it
proactively to strengthen the 
market for sustainable goods 
and services.  

Work in partnership to help create
a groundswell of consumer
demand for more sustainable 
products and services. 

Marks and Spencer’s ‘look behind the label’ campaign

tells customers about the way its products are sourced and

made. The campaign uses hard-hitting messages and striking

imagery about M&S products and their health, quality and 

environmental aspects including: “We're committed to reducing

salt faster than you can say ‘sodium chloride’“ and “It's not just

our green dyes that won't harm the environment”.

Marks and Spencer places considerable emphasis on its supply

chain and regularly communicates this to its customers. The

company is more or less alone in being able to trace its food

ingredients back to individual farms, and is able to reassure the

consumer on issues such as health and nutrition. This not only

builds trust in its products, but also provides important 

differentiation in the highly competitive world of food retailing.

And it’s not just the consumer who benefits. Marks and Spencer

is unique in offering a stability program for UK milk suppliers,

whereby the price is fixed on a six monthly basis to support

farmers’ financial planning.  

The launch of the ‘look behind the label’ campaign coincided

with an announcement of its intention to sell fair-trade cotton

clothing, making it one of the first UK mainstream retailers to

supply fair-trade non-food goods.   

www.marksandspencer.co.uk
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Café Direct, a UK Fairtrade company,

has based its business model on high 

ethical standards and fairness throughout

its supply chain. Through building long

term relationships with small-scale growers

and paying them guaranteed prices above

market rates, Café Direct provides its 

suppliers with long term security in the

face of unstable commodity markets.

As the sixth largest coffee brand in the

UK, Café Direct demonstrates that fair

trade can, and does, appeal to 

mainstream consumers. The business 

contributes to the debate on world trade

issues and justice, harnesses customer

opinion and strives to bring producers and

consumers closer to each other.

Café Direct’s success in marketing and 

selling its ethical sourcing practices has

influenced the rest of the coffee industry,

with both Nestle and Kraft establishing

their own inititiatives on ethical coffee. 

www.cafedirect.co.uk

Hallmarks of a leader in supplier relations

Close partnerships with suppliers are in place that improve standards and
stimulate innovation.  

Structured risk and opportunity assessments inform management strategies
on commodities and individual suppliers.  

Supplier performance is externally validated, and targets are set to improve
sustainability performance.

Corporate buying teams integrate sustainability criteria into specifications 
and tenders.

Feedback loops exist between procurement and product development
functions to help to deliver a more sustainable business.

Why is sustainable 
procurement important?

Procurement and supply chain 
management are increasingly important
as management of sustainability issues
matures and leader businesses look
beyond the ‘factory fence’.

The supply chain is a potential source of
risk, with a failure to pay attention to
sustainability issues carrying high costs.
Outsourcing no longer relieves an
organisation of responsibility for the
social, environmental and economic
issues associated with their goods and
services. The Nike case is a prime 
example of this.

Further pressure on supply chains comes
from availability of supply of natural
raw materials (which are running out in
some parts of the world), rising energy
prices, sourcing from politically volatile
countries and increased legislation.

2.5 Do your procurement practices contribute 
to a higher degree of sustainability?

With an annual procurement budget of £4 billion, BT is 

maximising its potential to influence the sustainability 

performance of its business partners, whilst improving its

bottom line. BT has identified a clear business case for a

more sustainable supply chain, with benefits including brand

protection and enhancement, efficiency savings and

improved supplier performance. An analysis of environmental

productivity gains showed a total benefit of £410 million in

2005, a proportion of which is attributed to improved 

procurement and management of transport and energy. 

A programme has been designed to comply with 

legislation, demonstrate BT’s values in action, manage risk,

maintain BT’s ISO14001 registration and encourage diversity.

It ensures that the company and its suppliers act responsibly

regarding the environment, minority business enterprises,

and the people working in its supply chain. Tools include a

‘Sourcing with Human Dignity’ policy, Product Stewardship

and an Environmental Standards, supported by Supplier

Forums and buyer awareness training. 

BT has developed a separate website for its suppliers,

www.selling2bt.com, where all standards and 

questionnaires are available.  

www.btplc.com

Boots, the UK health and beauty retailer, 

undertakes training and development to help 

suppliers understand its requirements and deliver

on its corporate responsibility targets.  

Through a robust process based on the principles

of continuous improvement, the Supplier

Verification Programme assesses supplier 

compliance with the Boots Group Code of Conduct

for Ethical Trading. Suppliers are visited by specialist

teams who engage staff, management and trade

unions.  The findings of the assessments are shared

with all key stakeholders, including staff and 

internal buying teams. 

The programme delivers value by developing

stronger supply chain relationships. Results have

shown that buying teams are empowered, and 

supplier businesses benefit from increased 

efficiency, reduced overheads and lowered 

recruitment costs.

www.boots.co.uk

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business
should

Establish corporate sustainable develop-
ment objectives and procurement practices
that complement each other. 

Frame sustainability criteria in commercial
language for internal communication with
the costs and benefits of sustainable
options made explicit. This will enable 
buyers to become sustainable procurement
advocates.  

Use new partnerships to improve 
sustainability performance through the
value chain and across industry groups.

Move away from current supplier manage-
ment models of control and penalties
towards a more inclusive model of trust
and support.
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Sun Microsystems is committed to

becoming a more sustainable business,

both within the organisation through its

Eco-Responsibility Initiative, and in the

products and services it brings to market

through its Sustainable Computing 

programme. Eco-Responsibility includes

the commitment to a 20% CO2 reduction

pledge, and consideration of the environ-

mental footprint of the business across its

extended supply chain. Sustainable

Computing aims, through its ‘Design for

the Environment’ programme, to reduce

raw material requirements and increase

efficient use of resources and energy 

efficiency. When coupled with their reuse

and recycling programme, Sun Micosystems

can justifiably claim to be a leader in

bringing low carbon technologies to the

mainstream market.

By extending the focus on carbon 

emissions and climate change impacts

from its own operations to impacts 

associated with the use of its products,

Sun is demonstrating active stewardship

of the environment. 

www.sun.com

Hallmarks of a leader in the environment

Direct and indirect environmental impacts are well understood.

There is a commitment to an absolute reduction of negative impacts.

Positive actions have been identified to restore the environmental resources the
organisation depends upon or affects. 

A clear understanding of what it means to operate within environmental limits
is evident.  

Systems are in place to identify, understand and manage future environmental
risks and opportunities, for example climate change.

The organisation is committed to internalise the business’s environmental
costs, currently paid for by society as a whole.

Why are environmental
impacts important?

The most important step towards
corporate sustainability is recognising
that there are limits to the natural
environment’s ability to provide raw
materials and ‘services’ such as the
absorption of pollution. 

With new and ever-more complex
challenges such as climate change,
businesses must ensure they fully
understand, manage and minimise
their negative impacts – not least
because the costs of ignoring these
impacts can be significant.  Several
reports estimate the costs of climate
change for various industries, with
the Association of British Insurers
warnings that the financial costs of
flooding could rise to £82 billion
across Europe in the next 80 years
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In the short term, tackling environ-
mental issues offers considerable
cost savings at an operational level.

2.6 Do you understand the full range of your 
company’s environmental impacts?

Interface, a global flooring manufacturer, is committed to

being a restorative company. The long-term vision is to have a

positive environmental impact through its operations. 

As a first stage, Interface is striving towards a zero footprint –

using a closed loop production and consumption model. Interface

has used The Natural Step Framework methodology
17

to achieve

this. This vision is anchored in the concepts of environmental 

limits and the carrying capacity of the global eco-system. 

Over the years, Interface has made significant progress with

absolute reductions in several areas. The company has introduced

the industry’s first climate neutral carpet, Cool Carpet™, as well as

the only carpet product to be designed using bio mimicry
18
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Waste reduction programs and expanded recycling and reuse 

programs have reduced solid waste to landfill by 65% since 1996.

Through shifting its business model towards leasing rather than

selling carpeting, Interface can reclaim worn out carpet tiles and

reuse the old material rather than use new. The model also allows

for more flexible carpet maintenance contracts.

Interface actively engages in environmental initiatives and 

awareness raising across the world. It understands the implications

of environmental limits and is proactively planning for operating

within those limits whilst delivering sustained shareholder returns.

www.interfaceinc.com

When Skanska Integrated Projects (SIPS)

developed new accommodation for the Ministry of

Defence’s 23 Engineer Regiment at Woodbridge, staff

worked closely with environmental agencies and the

local community to address the environmentally sensitive

nature of the site. Initiatives included a biodiversity 

programme designed to protect and regenerate rare

bird habitats, as well as on-site reduction programmes

to cut energy consumption and waste production. They

also involved primary school pupils in environmental

conservation and health and safety initiatives.

For Skanska Integrated Projects, Woodbridge is just one

of many projects designed to deliver the business-wide

objective of becoming a truly sustainable construction

company. This means taking a whole life view, driving

out waste and protecting and enhancing the natural

environment. To date they have introduced new 

technologies such as the ecobrick (with 25% recycled

content), driven down energy consumption and are 

recycling 69% of waste.

www.skanska.co.uk

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business should

Focus on how it can make a positive 
contribution to society, deliver profits and
operate within environmental limits.  

Go well beyond legislated minimum 
standards.

Value access to basic resources such as 
clean air, water, and space in a way that is
compatible with financial accounting 
systems.

Use concepts like bio mimicry and cradle to
cradle

19
to drive product development.
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Camelot, the UK lottery operator, has

identified 10 key stakeholder groups

including players, retailers and winners, and

devised the best way to relate to each.

Through dialogue it identifies areas for

improvement on policies or practice.

Engagement ranges from surveys to

forums, workshops and one-to-one meet-

ings. In its social report Camelot reports

on consultation outcomes and highlights

its progress on previous commitments. 

Camelot was an early mover in the UK on

engaging stakeholders in a clear and

strategic manner. Operating a business

with clear positive and negative impacts

(gambling revenues that generate funds

for charitable causes) it has invited all

affected parties to contribute to its 

policy making.

www.camelotgroup.co.uk

Hallmarks of a leader in stakeholder relations

The value of stakeholder engagement to the business is clearly understood.

There is advanced knowledge of whom the stakeholders are, what their key
concerns are and how to best engage. 

Stakeholders are involved in identifying and prioritising material issues of the
company at a strategic level.

Stakeholders are involved in key decisions which affect them and the business
responds to their concerns.

Stakeholder engagement is multi-layered. It happens at the strategic level,
project level and site level as appropriate. 

Transparent governance structures are in place that facilitate effective 
stakeholder engagement and reporting.

Why does stakeholder engagement
matter?

In today’s business world good relationships
with a variety of stakeholders representing
employees, the local community, government,
shareholders and future generations, are 
critical. Failing to understand stakeholder
concerns carries considerable risk.

Communications and building trust between 
different parties can lead to several cost-saving
benefits. For example, engaging activists and 
community groups may head off or 
significantly reduce the legal and reputational
costs of resolving conflicts with communities,
customers, or other stakeholders
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Many risks can be limited through stakeholder
engagement and openness, which, as
SustainAbility has demonstrated, will improve
relationships with civil society to help 
companies better understand societal trends
and expectations
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In February 2004 Nike hosted its first global stakeholder

forum to receive feedback on emerging corporate responsibility

challenges. One key issue identified was the potential impact

of the end of the World Trade Organisation’s Multi-Fibre

Arrangement (MFA) on 1st Jan 2005. The phase-out spelled an

end to quotas on the amount of textiles and garments that

could be imported from countries like China and India – 

countries that have significant competitive advantage through

lower labour costs.

Whilst there would be winners and losers, the concern was 

that the phase out could be disastrous for countries like

Bangladesh, which supplied fabrics when quotas from 

countries like China had been filled.

As a result of these concerns, the MFA Forum was established

in early 2004. Nike works collaboratively with the MFA Forum’s

network of companies, trade unions, non-governmental 

organisations and international institutions to mitigate the

impact of the end of quotas in Bangladesh and Lesotho in 

particular.   

www.nike.com 
www.mfa-forum.net

2.7 Do you have meaningful and open 
relationships with all your stakeholders?

Novo Nordisk, a pharmaceutical company, 

has a long-standing commitment to stakeholder

engagement. The company has a process for feeding

the outcomes of stakeholder groups into strategy 

development and performance improvement, and

regularly reports on its relations with each stakeholder

group.

In 2001, Novo Nordisk established DAWN (Diabetes,

Attitudes, Wishes and Needs), a survey covering 12

countries and involving 9,000 healthcare professionals

and diabetes patients. This survey expanded into a

wider engagement of health professionals, diabetes

patients, industry experts, NGOs and the media to

find better ways to treat diabetes. The results have

informed Novo Nordisk’s own R&D programme and

have contributed to training and awareness raising

amongst health professionals across the world. 

Novo Nordisk uses stakeholder engagement to

understand and capture future trends in its industry,

drawing on opinions from several different groups.

Critically, Novo Nordisk understands how effective

stakeholder engagement is key to balancing current

value creation with long-term growth.  

www.novonordisk.com

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business
should

Ensure its stakeholder engagement
helps make sense of future trends,
thereby helping to future-proof the
business. 

Establish collaborative partnerships
with diverse stakeholder groups that
enhance the sustainability of the 
company and society.

Install formal mechanisms that 
ensure stakeholders are at the heart 
of decision-making.  

Apply standardised, transparent 
management systems to measure,
monitor and report the quality of 
their engagement process and its 
outcomes.
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Hallmarks of a leader in employees

Best practice HR management is evident, including policies and practice that
encourage personal and professional development, promote diversity and deliver
an effective work-life balance.

Employees are informed and consulted through effective and varied internal
communications and engagement channels.

Transparency and equal opportunities are evident, with fair remunerations
policies and a cap on the pay ratio between highest and lowest earners. 

International labour standards are consistently met.

A strong health and safety culture exists that delivers continuous improvements.

Employees are motivated by, and actively contribute to, the organisation’s 
sustainability programme.

Why do employees matter?

There is an established business case
for treating employees well. A survey
conducted by Sears in 1997 showed
that a five point improvement on
employee satisfaction delivered a 1.3
point improvement in customer service
and a 0.5% increase in revenue
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Good working conditions and a good 
reputation can help a company to
attract, keep and develop human capital.

Trends also suggest that more 
responsible organisations attract higher
quality staff. A survey by Bernard
Hodes (a recruitment consultancy) in
2004 showed that between a quarter
and a half of all graduates would not
work for companies that they believe
to be unethical
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Nationwide Building Society has a 

well-developed approach to innovative employee

policies. With help from Bath University, Nationwide

has analysed the results of its annual employee

Viewpoint survey in the context of its sustainability

programme. The initial research demonstrates that

Nationwide’s approach to the community and 

environment increases employee commitment, which

in turn leads to committed members and ultimately

better business results. Further evidence shows that

having a robust and well-implemented sustainability

programme, such as that found at Nationwide,

improves the bottom line. Research also shows that

an increase in the average length of service from

10.2 years to 11.2, could increase customer commit-

ment by almost 1% and bring in an additional NPV

(Net Present Value) of £5,600,000. 

In March 2005, Nationwide was declared ‘UK's Best

Big Company to Work For’ in The Sunday Times

annual survey of UK employers.

www.nationwide.co.uk

2.8 Do your employees feel that their work has a 
positive impact on society and the environment?

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business should

Develop programmes and policies that
focus on happiness and wellbeing of
employees as drivers of productivity and
satisfaction. New working practices should
be supported that enable employees to
develop in a way that enriches both the
company and the individual.  

Develop innovative HR practices that aim to
maximise human capital. This is crucial for
staying ahead in the fight for top talent and
ensuring optimum staff performance.  

Embed sustainable literacy in staff 
development programmes, ideally by linking
to existing competency frameworks
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Pret A Manger, the fresh sandwich retail chain, is 

consistently recognised for being a good employer. Operating

in a sector with a notoriously bad reputation for low wages

and high turn-over, Pret A Manger attracts and retains quality

staff with decent starting wages, good career opportunities,

quality training and a fun, relaxed working environment. In

contrast to much of the hospitality industry they do not

require staff to work long hours. Pret takes great care when

hiring, asking team members to feed back their views after

candidates have worked a shift, looking for the behaviours

that makes Pret A Manger stand-out in its field.

The sixty per cent of managers that began their careers at

entry level are testimony to the excellent employee policies

and practices. Pret’s ‘Buddy System’ requires new managers

to spend two weeks working in a shop when they first join

the company; they then spend four days per year at an

assigned buddy store. In part, it's a way for executives to see

how the policies they set affect employees and shop 

managers. But each shop's buddy also serves as an informal

conduit back to headquarters. Weekly mystery shoppers rate

shop performance, and high service scores are rewarded with

a week’s salary increase.

www.pret.com

Airport operator BAA has a clear strategy

on sustainable development and places it at

the heart of the business. Sustainability

objectives at company-wide, departmental

and individual levels ensure delivery is dis-

cussed and incentivised through the staff

appraisal system. The balanced scorecard

approach links individual performance in 

sustainability to the corporate bonus scheme.

BAA’s sustainability strategy is supported by 

widespread awareness-raising initiatives and

training sessions to help staff work more

sustainably. In addition to themed days and

events promoting particular areas of 

sustainable development, online fact sheets,

e-learning tools and sustainability master

classes enhance learning. Evening debates

for senior management help generate 

discussion and understanding in a relaxed

and informal setting.

BAA is a leader business when it comes to 

integrating sustainability and engaging

employees in a meaningful way. 

www.baa.com
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The Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative (EITI)

involves companies in mining, oil and gas

as well as governments. Launched by the

UK Government at the Johannesburg

Summit in 2002, it encourages its 

members to reveal revenue flows from the

companies to the host governments. 

The aim is to improve transparency,

reduce corruption and enable civil society

groups to play a role in holding 

governments accountable for the income

they have received.   

This is a critical initiative that is driven by 

a clear business case for the sector.

Companies want to do business in 

developing countries but they need 

effective national frameworks to do so.   

www2.dfid.gov.uk/news/files/
extractiveindustries.asp

Hallmarks of a leader in external affairs

Consistency on public sustainability messages and ‘behind the scenes’ lobbying
can be demonstrated, with policy proposals reflecting policies and commitments
on sustainability. 

The organisation seeks progressive government action towards a higher
degree of sustainability, on a national and international level. 

Reporting on lobbying activities and memberships of Trade Associations is 
open and transparent.

There is active engagement in cross-sector alliances, including NGOs and other
stakeholders, with engagement designed to address key problems.

It is becoming increasingly clear that 
organisations need to align their political
activities with their commitments on 
sustainability. Sustainability issues are rising
up the NGO agenda and exposure to risks is
increasing
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for political activities to contradict social and 
environmental policies and commitments. 

A clear signal of the importance of political
activities is the inclusion of this aspect of
organisation’s performance in external 
benchmarking criteria, for example Canada’s
Corporate Knight’s Top 50 responsible 
business list.

Recent research shows that roughly half of
major companies today provide information
on their lobbying and public policy activities.
However, the driver seems to be risk manage-
ment, with companies mainly defending their
activities. Moving forward, businesses need to
use their lobbying and wider political activities
to promote the development of a socially and
environmentally responsible marketplace
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2.9 Do your political activities reflect and 
support your sustainability agenda?

In its 2004 Sustainability report, Co-operative
Financial Services (CFS) detailed instances

where it tried to influence various legislative 

proposals, either directly or indirectly. For example,

on access to credit, the bank commissioned research

on the extent to which people on low incomes in

the UK understand, and have access to, financial

services and credit. The results showed that such

consumers often have poor levels of financial literacy

and may pay over 1,000% APR for credit. In

response, CFS called on the government to work

with the financial services industry to develop 

appropriate financial education.

CFS discloses its policy positions not only on financial

services issues, but also on wider social responsibility

and ecological sustainability, such as its Trade Justice

campaign with Christian Aid, and its promotion of

animal welfare.  

The CFS case is a clear example of leading practice,

as it engages in progressive lobbying on issues

beyond those that directly affect its bottom line and

reports openly on its political relations and policies.

www.cfs.co.uk

The Corporate Leaders Group
on Climate Change, initiated by the

Prince of Wales’s Business and Environment

Programme, is a group of thirteen major UK

and international companies coming 

together to push for Government action on

Climate Change. In a letter to the UK Prime

Minister, the group made three key points.

First, that investments in low carbon 

technologies need to be scaled up now if

we are to meet long-term targets for 

emission reductions. Second, that emission

reductions to date are not nearly sufficient.

Third, that investing in a low carbon future

should be a strategic investment for their

companies and for United Kingdom plc as a

whole. The group further offered to work in

partnership with the Government to develop

a world-leading policy framework on climate

change.

www.cpi.cam.ac.uk

To keep moving forward, tomorrow’s 
leader business should

Work in collaborative partnerships with local, regional
and national governments to deliver solutions to 
sustainable development challenges.  

Be active in the international arena to address 
trans-boundary issues, such as climate change, poverty
and the Millennium Development Goals.  

Engage its sector via trade associations to ensure 
that lobbying activities taking place in its name are 
consistent with its corporate commitments and 
policies. 

Acknowledge the crucial role of taxation in relation to
social and ethical business behaviour.
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Hallmarks of a leader in investor relations

Business risks and opportunities associated with sustainable development are
well-understood and communicated to mainstream and socially responsible
investors.

Environmental and social cost accounting methodologies are recognised and
understood by investors and are used to help describe materiality.

Pension and other investment schemes are managed according to responsible
investment principles.

Strong performance is evident in investor-led sustainability indices such as
FTSE4Good and Dow Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI).

Long-term shareholder value is partly driven by a 
company’s approach to a range of sustainability
issues – from how the business ensures security of
supply of key raw materials to how well the 
business is safeguards its reputation.  

Developments on the reporting front, including the
UK Business Review, indicate that in the future
companies will have to demonstrate to mainstream
investors how they manage future risks related to
extra-financial issues. Currently, much of the focus
is on Socially Responsible Investment (SRI), an
increasing trend, which, given performance, is set
to continue. Evidence that SRI doesn’t hurt returns
is evidenced in the Dow Jones Sustainability Index,
which has outperformed the FTSE World Index by
17% since its launch in 1994. 

In the study Sustainability Pays
27

, Forum for the
Future demonstrates the case for mainstream
investors to include corporate sustainability in their
selection processes. 

BT has developed a strong business case 

as to why CSR is vital to its strategy and

future success. Using environmental

accounting methodologies, BT demonstrates

how environmental achievements have

saved money (see page 16). It has also

analysed the link between CSR performance

and customer satisfaction, whereby a 

1% improvement in public perception of

their CSR activities translates into a 0.1%

increase in their retail customer satisfaction

figures. 

www.btplc.com/Societyandenvironment/
Socialandenvironmentreport/Investors/
Ourbusinesscase/Ourbusinesscase.htm

2.10 Do you engage with the investment community 
on why sustainability makes for better business?

The Carbon Disclosure Project
(CDP) provides a secretariat for the world's

largest institutional investor collaboration on

the business implications of climate change. 

It represents an efficient process whereby

many institutional investors collectively sign a

single global request for disclosure of 

information on Greenhouse Gas Emissions.

The fourth CDP information request was sent

on behalf of 211 institutional investors with

significant assets worth $31 trillion under

management to more than 1,900 companies

in February 2006. For the first time the 

questionnaire specifically asked companies to

address how physical risks affect their bottom

line, including effects from “extreme weather

events, changes in weather patterns, rising

temperatures, sea level rise and other related

phenomena both now and in the future.” 

CDP asks companies what actions they are

taking to adapt to these risks and to detail

the financial implications.

www.cdproject.net

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business should

Quantify material impacts, and clearly disclose
these impacts to investors within a framework
that enables investors to understand relative
performance.  

Enable investors to access relevant 
information on its approach to environmental
and social issues.  

Provide a clear view to investors on the ways 
in which its approach to sustainable 
development enhances its competitive position,
risk management, identification of market
opportunities, reputation, and branding.  

Work in partnerships with investors, regulators
and industry to build up frameworks that allow
for both short and long term financial 
sustainability to be valued appropriately.

The Enhanced Analytics Initiative is 

an international collaboration between asset owners

and asset managers, aimed at encouraging better

research on the long-term impact of issues beyond

the scope of standard financial analysis. These

include environmental management, corporate 

governance, human resource development, 

reputation and future regulatory risks.

Members of the Initiative agree to spend at least

five per cent of their brokerage commission on

research providers who have demonstrated that

they can integrate these extra-financial issues into

their analysis.  

The impact of the Initiative depends on research

providers becoming more innovative and effective

at building these factors into their research on, and

ultimately valuation of, companies. EAI’s 

membership is growing and the broking community

appears to be responding well to the new 

incentives.

The Initiative is noteworthy because of its mission 

to encourage research providers to compile better

and more detailed analysis of extra financial issues

within mainstream research.

www.enhanced-analytics.com
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Hallmarks of a leader in community affairs

Community activities have strong links to the core business, its brands 
and its products/services.

The business measures the outcomes, rather than just inputs, of its 
community activities.

A clear strategy at group level provides the framework for initiatives carried out
at the local level through partnership with community groups, local businesses,
regulators etc.

Measures are in place to ensure initiatives add value both to the community
and to the business.

Initiatives are delivered via mixed investments of time, finance, knowledge 
and skills.

Why do community 
activities matter?

For many businesses, community
activities form the backbone of
their local approach to sustain-
ability, with local approaches
having become increasingly more 
sophisticated since the early days 
of philanthropy.

Rooted in the locality in which
the business works, and from
which it draws many suppliers
and staff, community activities
build the skills, confidence and
trust of everyone involved, which
ultimately benefit the business
itself by providing the license to
operate. 

Well-managed initiatives are 
commercially viable with tangible
benefits to both the community
and the business.

2.11 Does your work in local communities 
deliver benefits to both your business and 
the groups you engage with?

CEMEX is Mexico’s largest cement company. In the early 1990’s 

executives discovered that 40% of their sales in Mexico were to 

people living in shantytowns – people that they knew nothing about.

In 1998, CEMEX sent a team to live in the shantytowns for 6

months, with the mission of learning more about the residents 

and their lives.

The team learnt that poor homebuilders often take four years to 

complete just one room and 13 years to finish a small four-room

house. This is due to financial and social constraints, many of which

CEMEX thought could easily be addressed. In doing so it would be

possible for the poor to build better-quality homes in less time and

at lower cost. And, yes, CEMEX could grow their business as well.

The team created a new programme called Patrimonio Hoy (Equity

Today). Savings clubs were formed allowing homebuilders to make

weekly savings payments. In exchange, CEMEX provided architectural

support and secured quality materials at sensible prices.  

Participants in the programme built their houses three times faster

and at two-thirds the cost of their neighbours. Patrimonio Hoy has

been growing at a rate of 250% per year and has enrolled more

than 20,000 poor families since it’s inception. The goal is to reach

1 million families in 5 years.

www.cemex.com

The 100 million litres of paint stored in UK

homes represents a wasted resource and a

potential environmental problem if disposed

improperly. Sponsored by ICI Paints,

Community Re>Paint is an expanding 

network of community-based paint re-use

schemes, collecting paint from households,

paint manufacturers and retailers for those

in social need. 

Over 4000 buildings – primarily in areas of

social need – have been painted as part of

this project, creating more than 300 part-

time jobs and many training opportunities

for the long-term unemployed and people

with learning difficulties. Community

Re>Paint has also reduced the volume of

paint sent to landfill, with consequent 

reductions in leachate formation and 

emissions of landfill gases.

www.ici.com 
www.communityrepaint.org.uk

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business should

Be more strategic about community affairs, aligning
these activities to the core business. Activities under
the community affairs umbrella should help meet
commitments on employee satisfaction, deliver 
business targets, build local trust, improve 
stakeholder relations, and develop a skilled local
supplier base.  

Think far more proactively about engaging with the
2.5 billion people at the bottom of the pyramid, 
and seek new opportunities that are not only about
market share, but also about building social capital
and sustainable livelihoods.

Align community activities with big global 
challenges, such as the Millennium Development
Goals.

Anglo American has long been a

leading force in the combat against

HIV/AIDS in Southern Africa. With about

88,000 employees in the region of which

23% are estimated to be HIV positive, 

the company focuses on awareness,

education and prevention of infection in

its workforce and in surrounding 

communities. Since 2002 it provides

anti-retroviral therapy to employees free

of charge. 

The company recognises that the 

epidemic cannot be combated by an

individual operation and works closely

with local communities on projects to

raise awareness, to treat sexually trans-

mitted diseases and to alleviate poverty. 

Over time, the programmes have moved

from the clinics to workplaces, and into

communities where youth in schools as

well as high-risk populations, such as

sex workers, have become a particular

focus.

www.angloamerican.co.uk
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The Co-operative Financial
Services’ (CFS) report puts the concept

of environmental limits right up front, and

speaks intelligently of “the minimum 

conditions for ecological sustainability” as

part and parcel of its Sustainable

Development Policy. It helps readers

understand more about what this means

in practice, for example with details from

the recent Ecosystems Millennium

Assessment and other key research.

The report maintains its leadership 

position on transparency with an expanded

account of voting records, a new section

on voting policies, and a financial analysis

of potential new business rejected as

inconsistent with its ethical policy 

positions.

www.cfs.co.uk

Hallmarks of a leader in reporting

Reporting and measuring are balanced and complete, with both positive and 
negative results accounted for. 

There is a focus on material issues and the system for prioritising these is robust and
transparent. The organisation doesn’t shy away from difficult and sensitive issues.

Innovative approaches are used to quantify the costs and benefits of a more 
sustainable business model.

The report forms an integral part of management systems, driving performance,
engaging stakeholders and challenging the industry. 

External assurance and adherence to standard frameworks is evident, notably the
Global Reporting Initiative.

Why is reporting important?

The sustainability reporting process fulfils
many purposes. It helps businesses
understand, evaluate and manage key
sustainability impacts across many 
functions; it drives performance and is 
a vehicle for meaningful stakeholder
engagement. 

The end result of the process, the 
report itself, provides a window into 
the business, its systems, policies, 
performance and ambitions. 

The sustainability report should form 
part of a whole management package 
of impact assessments, measuring 
systems, stakeholder engagement and
communications approaches.

2.12 Is reporting driving your 
sustainability performance?

Nike’s 2004 report took transparency to new levels by

disclosing the full factory base to which its production is

outsourced. This is all the more note worthy since the

2002 Nike v Kasky legal case over Nike’s PR claims saw

the business stop its reporting for several years.

With a clear view of its key audience and expectations,

the report is to the point. It was developed with help

from a Report Review Committee consisting of nine

people from the NGO, academic, labour, investor and

public interest communities. The committee’s own 

comment on the report is included in its entirety. 

Whilst the report may not be leading practice in every

area, Nike has definitely raised the bar on responsibility

for, and transparency about outsourcing, and others will

hopefully follow its lead. 

Nike acknowledges the need to work with the rest of

the industry in order to push the agenda forward. Their 

latest report could be seen as a call to arms for others

to follow.

www.nike.com

AWG is using environmental accounting methods to 

understand the impact of sustainable development on its 

profits. The environmental accounts state how much it

would cost to avoid or restore the environmental impacts

of its energy use, waste disposal and water abstraction.

This approach improves environmental risk management,

future planning, and preparation for upcoming 

legislation, by demonstrating how profits might be

affected if environmental impacts were internalised.

Anglian Water, a business unit within AWG, has been

using environmental accounts for five years. In 2005 they

extended the approach to AWG as a whole by account-

ing for the costs of avoiding or restoring impacts of 

energy use, and concluded that 2004 AWG sustainability

costs were £23.5 million, accounting for 7.7% of 

reported operating profits.

www.awg.com

To keep moving forward, 
tomorrow’s leader business should

Develop new accounting methodologies that
include social and environmental costs and
benefits into their calculations.  

Disclose the risks and opportunities that 
sustainability trends presents, such as the
price of carbon.

Ensure that reporting is an integral part of
the whole management system and deliver
meaningful information for every part of the
business.  

Drive performance improvement and 
build trust via its reporting.



3 What will characterise the future business 
response to sustainable development? 

“It may sometimes be possible to evolve political or market systems through cumulative

activity, where a tipping point is reached thanks to sheer numbers of people or 

companies thinking or doing the same thing. However, with the sorts of challenges

that we considered it may not be enough simply to do more of the same. The focus

needs to shift to systemic change, addressing future markets, market frameworks

and business models”

Gearing up – from corporate responsibility to good governance and scalable solutions, 2004
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Leadership today is tomorrow’s standard practice. In this report we show how tomorrow’s 

leader businesses can push the agenda in the 12 categories we use to describe a sustainable

business. Some of our suggestions are within easy reach. Others need grander scale action, 

and not just from companies.

The future operating environment will present challenges for all companies. The leader business

will be best equipped to deal with them. It will continue to track environmental and societal

trends and to test and challenge its business model against them.   

However, several of the businesses featured in this report are beginning to push against the 

limits of what one company can achieve on its own. As they implement new business models to

deliver their sustainability visions, barriers appear in the form of inappropriate legislation, fiscal

disincentives, weak and un-enforced international standards, and consumer disinterest.  

We need to maintain the momentum and support the efforts of progressive companies. 

Forum For The Future calls for five shifts moving forward:

Shift 1 Take up of sustainability by the mainstream 

The leader business is still in a small minority. We need the majority of mainstream business to

take up the sustainability challenge. At the same time that leader businesses keep pushing the

sustainability agenda forward, we need to see current best practice in sustainable business

become the norm. Sharing examples of good practice will motivate some businesses – but it’s

not going to be enough.  

The leader business has a critical role to play. It must demonstrate that sustainable practices

work. It needs to push for current practices to become mainstream and then move on. 

We need global guidelines that all companies adhere to – commitments from the Tomorrow’s

Leaders Group need to become reality (see page 3). There are standards like the Global

Compact, which are making progress, but need to have real teeth. It’s a tough call, but it’s

the only way that sustainability will be achieved.

The Future Operating Reality – Forum for the Future’s view on 
environment, society and economy

By 2020, the world population will have grown from six billion to a staggering eight billion.

The ensuing demand on natural resources will only increase existing pressures on our 

environment. So security of supply of key raw materials, most notably energy, will (and is

already starting to) have material impacts on business productivity.

Within the next ten to fifteen years we will experience the early impacts of climate change,

with the price of carbon set to increase. This change in pricing, and fears for energy supply

security, will drive low carbon technology development. 

Our resource-constrained world will become a more economically competitive one, with the

rise of emerging economies such as China, India and Brazil. Globalisation will continue, as

will the unequal distribution of its rewards between and within countries.

Consumerism is here to stay, at least for the medium term. Global brands will continue to

spread and combined with the rise of small, niche businesses, a dynamic mix of global

giants and a fleet of foot entrepreneurs will drive innovation.  

The spread of communications technologies will mean instant and finely grained feedback

for companies and governments. Pervasive information, monitoring and surveillance 

techniques will lead to increased transparency.  There will be, quite literally, nowhere for 

our corporations to hide.

Shift 2 Promote the sustainable business model

If businesses are to keep pace with social, environmental and economic changes, we need to

see an accelerated transition from corporate responsibility to sustainable business (see page

10). We need a much clearer picture of sustainable business models that generate long-term

value through sustainable products and services. There are examples of sustainable practice

throughout this report; however, it is rare to see these practices consistently under one roof.

They need to be scaled up.  

We need to push harder on the interrelatedness of the different sorts of capital that a 

company has to manage – natural, human, social, manufactured and financial and see how

that delivers success in the market place
29
. We also need to understand the role of disruptive

changes to the market place, driven by new business models from start-ups to social 

entrepreneurs, and capitalise on it.  

At Forum for the Future we have started work on what a sustainable business model looks

like in practice. Other organisations, such as Corporation 2020, a multi-stakeholder initiative,

seek to answer what a corporation would look like if it were designed to integrate both social

and financial purpose
30
. We need to clarify the conditions required for the sustainable 

business to succeed. In the first instance, we need to identify the economic enablers and 

barriers and seek to address them.  

32 33



Shift 3 Transform sectors towards sustainability

To deal with the big issues such as health, child labour or climate change, companies need to

work together. Through building partnerships, companies, suppliers, sector bodies and civil

society can find new solutions to these problems. An industry can collaborate to raise 

standards, sharing the costs and the risks, but also the benefits and opportunities to enhance

the reputation of the whole sector.  

As today’s leader businesses reach the limits of what’s possible on their own, they will spread

their leadership characteristics across entire sectors, as the Extractive Industries Transparency

Initiative (see page 24), the Chemistry Leadership Council’s sustainability vision
31

and the

WBCSD’s sustainable mobility programme demonstrate
32

. In the future, it will not be enough

for companies to get their own house in order; they will need to take their sector with them.

Shift 4 Progressive alliances on market governance

There is no doubt that current markets constrain sustainable business. But traditionally companies

have resisted government intervention in the market place. At the same time politicians are 

reluctant to intervene. Yet their intervention is vital. As our report, Government’s Business, 

shows, governments can adopt a wide range of measures, from changing the political 

environment to implementing laws, economic instruments and regulations
33
. It’s about creating 

a level playing field.

But if governments are to take the lead in raising standards and rewarding sustainable businesses,

we need progressive business alliances to support their intervention in market and governance

structures. There is already a trend towards leader businesses lobbying government for 

progressive policy on global challenges. The Corporate Leaders Group on Climate Change is one

such example (see page 24).  Governments need to respond by encouraging sustainable 

practice with incentives and showing leadership themselves.

“Only governments have the democratic mandate to re-engineer the macro-economic 

framework. Companies need to be proactive rather than reactive, to anticipate the

inevitable change, to fill the space available to them for much more environmentally and

socially responsible actions, and to lobby governments for faster change, rather than

oppose it at every turn.” Jonathon Porritt, Capitalism as if the World Matters
34

.

Shift 5 Re-engineer the metrics for business

We manage what we measure and equally don’t manage what we don’t measure. If we are

to move to a new future then business needs new metrics to navigate that path. Specifically,

companies need to measure their wider impacts and the drivers underlying their future 

business performance.

Forum for the Future’s work in the field of Sustainability Accounting is helping organisations

measure their impacts and underlying business drivers. However, the business case for 

sustainable development needs full quantification.  

Past attempts to measure the business case for sustainability have largely concentrated on

eco-efficiency savings and green or ethical premiums. With some notable exceptions, the

small numbers generated have failed to convince the City. The approach used misses the

34 35

major contribution stakeholder and environmental management make to a company’s 

competitive advantage – both now and in the future.  

The Forum for the Future/DTI report ‘Sustainability and Business Competitiveness’
35

, looks at

the economic value added from the less easy to measure aspects of sustainability, such as

innovation, stakeholder engagement and reputation. However, there’s still a way to go before

we’re able to express the impacts of a complex suite of environmental and social issues on a

business in quantitative terms.

Our Challenge to You
Every business has the potential to enjoy sustainable profits whilst making people

happier and the world a better place to live. Your business is at a crossroads. 

You can play your part in creating this change and seize the rewards of embracing

sustainable development, from new markets and new products to the best people.

Or you can plod along delivering incremental change through a ‘business as usual’

CR programme, in denial about the urgency of the issues and unprepared for 

the inevitable. 

We firmly believe that future leader businesses will rise to the challenge. 

Those that don’t will quickly become the businesses of yesterday. Don’t you want 

to be a leader business?
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Are you a leader business? has been sponsored by EDF Energy

EDF Energy, a subsidiary of EDF Group, is one of the UK’s largest energy

companies. It distributes power to a quarter of the country’s population

through its electricity distribution networks and supplies gas and electricity

to over 5 million residential and business customers. It generates around 

7% of the UK’s electricity needs and operates major electrical infrastructure

services, such as at many of the UK’s airports. The company is headquartered

in London with offices and operations countrywide. EDF Energy employs

around 12,000 people and has an annual turnover of over £4.5bn. 

EDF Energy has been a business partner of Forum for the Future since 2003.

Our two organisations have worked together on innovative projects ranging

from designing and delivering sustainability training to EDF Energy’s 

managers through to developing a bespoke tool used internally to evaluate

EDF Energy’s investment options against sustainability criteria. We also used

an innovative stakeholder process to review and challenge EDF Energy’s

annual communication of its performance and impacts. 

EDF Energy has committed itself to delivering a sustainable future for its 

business and is currently mapping out a strategy that will deliver a unique,

profitable and differentiating approach to tackling the biggest social and

environmental challenges that relate to the energy industry. As part of this

process, EDF Energy has recently adopted the ‘Leader Business’ approach

advocated in this document, and has been working with Forum for the

Future to apply the framework in shaping its sustainability strategy. 

EDF Energy was not involved in developing the content of this publication.



Are you a leader business? 

This report is intended for anyone with

responsibility for formulating and 

delivering corporate strategy. It should

also be read by anyone who believes 

that business should play a lead role 

in tackling environmental and social 

challenges.

www.forumforthefuture.org.uk

Forum for the Future is recognised as the UK’s leading 

sustainable development charity. Our object as a charity is to

promote sustainable development and to educate different

groups, in order to accelerate the building of a sustainable way

of life, taking a positive solutions-oriented approach.

The organisation was founded in 1996 by environmentalists

Jonathon Porritt, Sara Parkin and Paul Ekins out of a conviction

that many of the solutions needed to defuse the environmental

crisis and build a more sustainable society are already to hand.

Our magazine Green Futures is a leading source of debate on

those solutions.

Forum for the Future works with more than 150 companies, 

local authorities, regional bodies and universities to build their

capacity to overcome the many barriers to more sustainable

practice. We aim for nothing less than transformation-irreversible

change.

Registered charity number 1040519

Forum for the Future
Foundation Corporate
Partners

BP

BT

Calor Gas

First Choice

GSH Group

ICI plc

Royal Mail

Royal & SunAlliance

RWE npower

RWE Thames Water

Sainsbury Plc

Sun Microsystems

Unilever

UPM-Kymmene (UK)

Vodafone Group


