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In Brief
Democratic capitalism has improved the world immeas-

government to impose it. It is in the interest of busi-

urably, but today many feel that the system isn’t work-

ness to renew its contract with society – before it’s too

ing. For business, that presents a threat – but also an

late.

opportunity.

The Rise of Purpose: The best businesses have devel-

A wave of populists are seeking to harness public

oped an authentic sense of purpose; one not just siloed

outrage at a system that no longer seems to deliver. De-

in CSR programmes but permeating and informing en-

spite their anger, people are looking to business leaders

tire institutions. Firms like Unilever and Richer Sounds

to take action on the big issues: tax avoidance, exec-

are showing the way. But to change the direction of

utive pay, and climate change. Businesses should join

public opinion on capitalism, business needs to go much

forces with each other and use their lobbying muscle to

further – a topic we will explore in more detail in a

demand real reform.

forthcoming report.

The Context: While democratic capitalism has been

Business Action Groups: Businesses which understand

an epochal force for good, there are glaring problems.

the need for change on the big issues – tax, pay and

Inequality is rife, and business is seen as a major driv-

climate change – but which believe they cannot risk

er thanks to soaring executive pay and tax avoidance.

being first-movers (or are legally prevented from act-

Globalisation has created areas of localised decline,

ing) should instead work together to lobby for a fairer

undermining the relationship between business and

capitalism. They should redirect their lobbying and CSR

local communities. And the ever increasing urgency of

budgets to form Business Action Groups which work

climate change brings unclean business practices into

across sectors and campaign for sensible but ambi-

the spotlight. At the same time, unscrupulous politicians

tious reforms. By working with their competitors to

on all sides are riding this wave of anger, and tearing up

call for change, businesses will not only avoid putting

the global rules-based order. The threat to business is

themselves at a competitive disadvantage but can also

clear and significant.

maximise their lobbying muscle.

The Threat: Half of working-age Brits believe “capital-

In the UK and US, businesses should come together

ism doesn’t work for people like me”. Executive pay,

to lobby for changes to company law so that directors

tax avoidance and environmental impact are among

must act in the interest of employees and wider stake-

the public’s top concerns about business. And people

holders as well as shareholders. And Business Action

increasingly want governments to take matters into their

Groups should be formed around the big issues driving

own hands – 80% want more action from government

public anger – tax, pay and climate change.

on unethical business, and half of these want strong action even if businesses are technically operating within
the law.

Individual Authentic Action: But a push for collective
action must not come at the expense of what businesses
can do individually. They must also put purpose at the

The Opportunity: But business remains better trusted

heart of their business models and build authentic rela-

than government, and three-quarters of us want CEOs

tionships with their workplace, marketplace and wider

to take the lead on change rather than waiting for

community.

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM
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Executive Summary
The liberal order – based on capitalism, globalisation

is changing. Increasingly the Open / Closed divide is

and democracy – has improved billions of lives over the

reshaping our politics. At the same time, the values of

decades. But it faces an existential threat. A global shift

those tribes are reshaping how people think about busi-

in values is placing greater expectations on business to

ness and capitalism.

behave more ethically, and major global challenges (particularly climate change and inequality) are becoming
increasingly urgent in the public mind. Populism is the
political expression of that, as unscrupulous politicians
come to power on the back of public anger. Many business leaders have gone on the record to recognise the
challenge, aware that the public is increasingly looking

Rise of the post-materialists: A growing generation more
interested in human rights, the environment, gender
equality and freedom of speech expect businesses to
conform to their values. And since the financial crisis,
these post-materialists are increasingly angry about their
own economic prospects.

to them to lead reform of capitalism. But bold action is

Globalisation’s discontented: At the same time those

now needed if business is to stay ahead of the populist

without the skills or opportunities necessary to suc-

tidal wave.

ceed in the modern economy have increasingly reacted

Crucially, that action must be authentic and address real
problems head on. That means businesses pooling their lobbying muscle and coming together in coalitions for fair wages, fair tax regimes and sustainable business practices.

Unpopular, but well placed

against the prevailing direction of change. While these
‘materialists’ are less likely to be concerned about causes
such as human rights and climate change, they are more
likely to harbour resentment towards businesses seen as
reaping the rewards of globalisation.
This creates a dangerous and complicated environment

Business is increasingly unpopular. New polling shows

in which businesses must operate today. On one hand,

half of working-age Brits agree that “capitalism doesn’t

an increasing proportion of companies’ workforces and

work for people like me”, rising to 59% of 25 to 34

customers prioritise post-materialist values, which in turn

year-olds. Executive pay, tax avoidance and environmen-

creates a whole set of higher expectations on business.

tal impact are among the public’s top concerns about

On the other, backlash and resentment is contributing to a

business. And people are increasingly inclined to approve

broader social and political context which puts those seen

of politicians who take business on – nearly four in five

to have benefited the most from globalisation – including

want governments to take strong action against unethi-

many businesses – in the crosshairs of public anger. The

cal business, and nearly half of these want action taken

path through this rocky terrain is not obvious.

even if businesses are acting within the law.
But business leaders have a window of opportunity. The
public are increasingly looking to chief executives to take
the lead on changing the system, and ultimately they trust

Greater expectations
As the public’s values have changed, what they expect of
business has changed too.

businesses much more than they do politicians. Now is

More demanding employees: By 2025, 75% of the global

the time for business to take the lead on reform.

workforce will be comprised of ‘millennials’. Nearly nine in

The values shift
The social environment in which businesses operate

ten millennials believe business success is not just about
financial performance, and the same proportion believe
that employers should play a role in addressing issues such

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM
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as income inequality, hunger and climate change.

for pay growth in the UK since the Napoleonic Wars.

In the US, two-thirds of millennials believe big business-

Meanwhile, the top end of executive pay is becoming

es are paying too little tax. And the same polling shows

increasingly indefensible. In the US, the average CEO earns

that ‘pay equity’ is millennials’ top career concern, mir-

312 times more than their average worker. They earned 58

roring wider societal concerns about low pay.

times more in 1989 and just 20 times more in 1965.

More demanding customers: The values shift is playing

And companies’ creative tax avoidance schemes are

out in people’s consumer behaviour. Between 1993 and

deeply unpopular, particularly at a time when public

2017 there was a 23-point increase in the proportion

services are heavily squeezed. The UK government es-

of American consumers who said they would consider

timates that £5.3bn was lost to tax evasion in 2016-17,

switching brands to one associated with a good cause if

and £1.7bn to tax avoidance. Research by Tax Watch UK,

price and quality were equal – from 66% to 89%.

which includes practices such as profit shifting, estimates

This growing demand for ethical business is an opportunity more than a threat. As much as 39% of the share-

that the top five global tech companies alone avoided
around £5bn in UK tax in the last five years.

holder value of the UK’s 350 largest listed companies is

Localised decline: If there is a problem in the contract

down to their reputation.

between business and society, you will find it most clear-

The trust deficit: Underpinning this broad set of demands from younger generations of workers and con-

ly expressed in the local places where globalisation has
taken its greatest toll.

sumers is a nagging but persistent problem of trust. Less

Most countries in the developed world bear at least some

than one in five millennials agree with the statement that

of the scars of deindustrialisation. From the 1980s on-

“most people can be trusted”, about half the proportion

wards, whole towns and even cities habitually found that

among older generations.

global competition and ever more complex supply chains

Establishing trusting relationships with workers and con-

had fatally undermined their economic raison d’etre.

sumers should not just be seen as a necessary protection

The conflict between globalisation and place continues

against backlash. For businesses which increasingly rely

to this day. Practices such as corporate welfare (where

on millennials, it is also a huge opportunity. If they can

local, regional or national governments compete against

meet their desire for trust and genuine, meaningful rela-

each other to attract global businesses) and unethical

tionships, they will be rewarded both in the short-term

supply chain dynamics are undermining the contract

bottom line and in the long-term sustainability of their

between business and society.

business.

The sources of anger
Globalisation has benefited billions of people. But public
discontent with the system is growing, and coalescing
around three core issues.

Climate change: The world is already experiencing the
impacts of rapid global warming. Sea levels have risen
more than 2.5 inches since 1993, and extreme weather is
becoming more common: in the US, the number of large
wildfires each year has nearly doubled since the 1980s,
and hurricanes have become more destructive. Arctic

Inequality: In the US, the average wage has roughly the

sea ice is melting at an accelerating rate, which is likely to

same purchasing power as it did 40 years ago, undermin-

increase the scale of these already-worrying effects.

ing the basic promise of democratic capitalism – that living standards should grow steadily over time. Meanwhile
in the UK, the ten years from 2010 are set to be the worst

The way in which we manage the global economy –
through burning fossil fuels, deforestation, and the use
of our natural resources and natural environment – is

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM
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driving catastrophic climate change. There is no question

founder is taking just the kind of bold action needed as

that that has to change.

the threat to democratic capitalism grows. Through the

The populist backlash
Populist parties and movements are gaining power
across the world. Populism is fuelled by widespread public resentment about the behaviour of elites of all types,
including business leaders.

investigative think tank he has established, Julian Richer
is seeking to address one of the big public grievances
about modern capitalism – corporate tax avoidance.
Unilever has long stood out as a global company that
does business differently. Crucially, it is a firm that can
be seen to live its values over the long term. The Uni-

The implications for business are clear. The actions of

lever Sustainable Living Plan is made up of three big

populists around the world – from crippling trade wars

goals and commitments across nine pillars, supported

to the seizure of businesses – show that even those

by targets that span social, economic and environmental

thought to be pro-business can usher in damaging

performance across the value chain. They properly evalu-

change and create an environment in which uncertainty

ate the plan and publish the results.

reigns and the rules count for little.

Some companies have recognised the value of restor-

Business has a chance to renew and refresh its contract

ing trusting relationships with the places where they’re

with society before it’s too late. People are expecting

based, through place-based commitments: EDF hires local

businesses to lead reform, but they will not wait around

producers to create local value around its Hinkley Point

forever and are showing increasing appetite for strong

project in Somerset. Morrisons’ vertically integrated

leaders to take bold and potentially damaging action.

supply chain bucks the trend in supermarket retail by

Businesses should recognise that concerted action is in

creating long-term relationships with suppliers rather

their own self-interest.

than squeezing them through endless competition. And

The response from business
Nearly all businesses now speak the language of purpose,
and the best have developed an authentic sense of purpose
built from shared values; not just siloed Corporate Social

M&S has introduced a commitment to local community
relationships as part of its Plan A approach to corporate
citizenship.
Building authentic relationships

Responsibility, but a sense of mission that permeates and

What unites these examples is their commitment to

informs entire institutions from top to bottom.

authenticity.

Leading lights

Businesses are not NGOs; they do not need to pose as

The B-corp movement is a network of for-profit businesses
which voluntarily meet social sustainability, environmental performance, accountability and transparency standards, under the auspices of the not-for-profit B Lab.
Richer Sounds is a company founded on the belief that
strong, decent relationships with stakeholders from
staff to supply chain will make business sense in the
long term. This approach has seen the company grow to
become the UK’s largest sound system retailer. And its

the saviours of mankind in order to restore public trust.
Instead, companies which embed respectful, humanistic
values into their core purpose and therefore business
practices, can renew and strengthen the ties that bind
the global economy by approaching relationships in the
same way as any decent individual.
This approach instantly dissolves the disconnect which
can see large corporations invest hundreds of millions
in genuinely impactful CSR programmes, while at the
same time the main business can take decisions which at

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM
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least indirectly exploit those same communities. In these

A Business Action Group on tax

cases, the missing ingredient is authenticity.

Even companies which understand the need to move to

Recommendations

a fairer and more socially sustainable tax regime do not
want to lose competitive edge by doing so. We there-

Business Action Groups

fore recommend that companies make commitments to

We are calling on businesses which understand the need

working with others across sectors in order to establish a

for change not only to do what they can alone, but also

Business Action Group on tax, which would seek tax re-

to work together for a fairer capitalism. They should

forms at the national and international level. These could

redirect their lobbying and CSR budgets towards working

cover the use and misuse of tax havens, the practice of

across sectors, in partnership with civil society, to push

‘profit shifting’ (whereby profits garnered in higher-tax

for sensible but ambitious reforms. Crucially, by working

jurisdictions are accounted for in lower-tax jurisdictions)

in coalition with their competitors to call for change, busi-

and other contentious tax practices.

nesses can not only avoid putting themselves at competitive disadvantage or on the wrong side of company law,
but can also maximise their lobbying muscle.

A Business Action Group on pay
Many businesses are aware that pay ratios are increasingly indefensible. But businesses need to attract the top

There are Business Action Groups already in action: BICEP

talent, and are therefore unwilling to move first on bring-

(Business for Innovative Climate and Energy Policy) is a

ing down pay at the top. The solution is for businesses

coalition of leading businesses including Nike, Levi Strauss,

to work together to lobby for change. Companies could

and Starbucks which lobbies in favour of sustainable cli-

push for greater transparency so that they are required to

mate and energy policy. Now it’s time to go further.

publish ratios between the highest and lowest paid mem-

A Business Action Group on company law
In certain jurisdictions (particularly the UK and the US),
there is a legal requirement that company directors must
act primarily in the interests of shareholders. In theory,
that makes it potentially illegal for directors to take actions (for instance, on pay and tax) which could negatively impact the bottom line in the short term.

bers of staff. And they could call for reforms to remuneration committee governance so that there is greater
representation of workers’ interests – and workers themselves – in the remuneration process. And on low pay,
companies could come together to lobby for increases in
national minimum wage policies where they exist (or the
introduction of such policies where they don’t).

We therefore recommend that companies which want to

A Business Action Group on climate change

take action on some of the big issues undermining faith

Business has to recognise the scale of ambition required

in capitalism come together in a Business Action Group

and seek to lead it. They should lobby governments for

which calls for reforms to company law in jurisdictions

ambitious targets to secure net zero emissions as quickly

where these reforms are needed. These reforms should

as possible. Where targets do exist – the UK has recently

make clear that directors’ duties should be not just to

committed to net zero by 2050 – they should come to-

shareholders but to the long-term interest of the busi-

gether to support those plans, working with civil society

ness and to other stakeholders including employees,

to hold successive governments’ feet to the fire and

customers and the wider community. These reforms

ensure concrete policy follows public declarations. By

could potentially underpin much more ambitious action

diverting some of their lobbying budgets to this cause,

by business and government to tackle the issues driving

businesses could even up the score in the daily hand-to-

the public’s loss of faith in capitalism.

hand combat of policy formulation across government,
working with civil society against the interests of polluters and those seeking to stymie reform.

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM

11

Authentic individual action
A push for collective action must not be an excuse for
leading businesses to drag their feet. Where they can,
they have to put purpose back at the heart of their business models and reconnect with their workplace, their
marketplace and the wider community.
Authentic action at work
There needs to be an honest internal discussion between all people at all levels of an organisation about
its true purpose. To the extent that this is decided at
senior levels, that fact should be communicated openly
and honestly with more junior levels of an organisation.
To make this happen, we recommend that companies
engage seriously with the identification of their own
purpose through a Purpose Audit.
Authentic action in the market
We recommend companies undertake a Transparency
Audit examining the company’s level of openness to
consumers across a range of areas including supply chain
ethics, hiring practices, carbon footprint, tax and use of
personal data. Given the crucial role that communications and branding play in a company’s relationship with
consumers, we also recommend that communications,
branding, public affairs and positioning strategies undergo an Authenticity Check.
Authentic action in the community
We recommend that companies, in making supply chain
and investment decisions, seek to introduce a bias towards the local and the long-term. Wherever possible, local supply chains should be used and investments should
be made over as long a time period as is feasible.

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM
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Introduction
The relationship between business and society has

the right direction – less violence, reduced poverty, few-

never been set in stone. In some eras, capitalism has

er deaths to preventable disease, better health, greater

seemed at odds with the wider public good. In the sec-

wealth, higher literacy and more opportunity.

ond half of the 19th century, during another period of
globalisation, whole political movements were formed
to counteract tendencies towards exploitation of workers in the newly industrialised West. At other times and
in other places, business and society have had a more
harmonious relationship. The decades-long postwar
boom in Germany is the model example of capitalism
working in tandem with wider society.

But ever since the global financial crisis of 2008, globalisation – and by extension democratic capitalism
– has increasingly been called into question. In 2016,
a YouGov poll found that just a third of Brits had a
favourable view of capitalism2. In the same year, a poll
of young Americans found that a majority (51%) did not
support capitalism3. By contrast, in 2010 only 38% of
young Americans had a negative view of capitalism4.

There is no avoiding the fact, though, that in the devel-

These are clear signs that the consensus in favour of

oped world today the relationship between business and

capitalism has started to break down.

society has hit a rocky patch. The escalating climate crisis,
increasing public scrutiny and its role in consumer choices,
and a growing concern about inequality are all ramping
up the pressure on businesses to explain themselves to
broader society, and to change their modus operandi.

Naturally, that is a huge problem for business. Democratic politics has already started to express the strain in the
relationship. Populist leaders have emerged in tandem
with concerns about capitalism, sowing instability and
anti-competitive cronyism in their wake. Unless the

The contract between business and society is, at one

relationship is repaired this could be just the start of the

level, simple. The promise of democratic capitalism is

political problems facing business.

that while businesses are free to make money within the
law – and to a greater or lesser extent to enrich their
staff and wider stakeholders as a result – people are free,
through democratic politics, to shape the environment
in which business is done. For this relationship to work,
there needs to be a broad acceptance of capitalism in

This report sets out to diagnose the health of the relationship between business and society. We ask what is
driving public concern about corporations, what businesses are already doing to address these concerns, and
what more they should be doing in the future.

general and specific business behaviours in particular.

We explicitly set this appraisal within the emerging

For a long time, and particularly since the fall of the

politics of our time – the rise of populism. We show the

Soviet Union, that broad acceptance had seemed more

degree to which the new political environment threat-

or less in place. Globalisation – the global integration of

ens the rules-based order on which global democratic

trade, finance, labour markets and communications since

capitalism relies.

the Second World War – has brought unprecedented
benefits to billions of people. As the psychologist Steven
Pinker1 and others have noted, the big trends all point in

This is a serious threat to business. But that threat also
presents business leaders with a historic opportunity

1

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/19/science/steven-pinker-future-science.html

2

https://yougov.co.uk/opi/surveys/results#/survey/94978480-d625-11e5-a405-005056900127

3

https://iop.harvard.edu/youth-poll/past/harvard-iop-spring-2016-poll

4

http://www.aei.org/publication/an-enduring-culture-of-free-enterprise/
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to lead the job of repairing the relationship between
business and society. In a climate of widespread distrust
of all institutions from government to the media, people
increasingly look to business leaders to effect change.
Many have already recognised this. But as the political
threat escalates, more concerted and co-ordinated action is necessary.
Crucially, that action must address the real grievances
which people have about the way global democratic
capitalism works (in particular – tax avoidance, executive
pay and environmental impact). Businesses should recognise that it is in their interest to work together and divert
some of their considerable lobbying muscle towards
addressing these global challenges.
It isn’t just up to business – governments and people
themselves have work to do too. But without business
taking the lead, the system which has served so many so
well for so long will start to crumble.

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM
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Chapter 1: Unpopular, But Well Placed
There is no avoiding the fact that business is increasingly

– has found strongly negative associations with capital-

unpopular, and that the public is calling capitalism itself

ism in the public mind9. Some 42% choose ‘greedy’ as

into question. Our polling for this report backs up this

one of their top three word associations with capitalism,

trend. But surveys of public opinion also reveal some-

while a third select ‘selfish’ and even ‘corrupt’. Only 8%

thing else – that people are looking to business leaders

select ‘delivers for most people’ (vs 17% for socialism)

themselves to make the necessary changes.

and only 7% ‘for the greater good’ (vs 16% for socialism).
And polling for CapX has revealed the degree to which

An unfavourable context

a sense of inequality or unfairness underpins these at-

UK public opinion polling commissioned for this report

5

titudes. Some 61% disagreed with the statement “ordi-

finds half of working age Brits agreeing that “capitalism

nary working people get their fair share of the nation’s

doesn’t work for people like me”. Those unfavourable

wealth”, and 64% agreed that “there is one law for the

about capitalism increase to 59% among 25- to 34-year-

rich and one for the poor”10.

olds (with 8% in favour), suggesting a ‘millennial bias’
against capitalism, as young people make their way in
the world.

The big grievances
So, capitalism and big business are increasingly un-

US research has shown a similar trend. A 2016 Harvard
University poll found that 51% of 18- to 29-year-olds
reject capitalism, while 42% support it6, whereas a
2010 Gallup poll7 found just 33% of young people
against capitalism. That suggests young people are not
only markedly less positive about capitalism than older
generations, but also less positive than previous generations of young people.

popular – especially among young people. But what
is it about capitalism that bothers people? Our polling
supports previous research in finding executive pay to be
a dominant grievance. When asked what most worries
them about the way businesses operate, nearly four in
ten (39%) chose “pay levels of senior executives”. The
next most popular answer was “treatment of workers”
at 21%. And only one in five (19%) believe businesses
are doing a good job on pay levels of senior executives,

Our finding also chimes with previous research in the

against nearly half (47%) who believe they are doing a

UK. A recent survey by Populus found that 67% believe

bad job. Similarly, the Legatum Institute polling finds a

“big businesses take advantage of ordinary people”. Simi-

large majority of all types of respondent (even those who

larly, polling for the Legatum Institute – again by Populus

describe themselves as right of centre) favouring capping

8

5

Hanbury Strategy polled 2045 adult members of the British publiconline on behalf of Global Future between 21-23 June 2019 using modelled
data from smartphone applications to engage a nationally representative sample. Data is weighted to the profile of all adults aged 18+.
Data weighted by interlocked age and education, gender, region, 2017 election vote and 2016 EU referendum vote using iterative
proportional fitting. Targets for weighted data derived from Office for National Statistics. Full tables are available at:
https://hanburystrategycloud.filecloudonline.com/ui/core/index.html?mode=single&path=/SHARED/data/9wCmM7e5VVhN0lkf

6

https://iop.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/content/160423_Harvard%20IOP_Spring%202016_TOPLINE_u.pdf

7

http://www.aei.org/publication/an-enduring-culture-of-free-enterprise/

8

Source: https://issuu.com/mhpcommunications/docs/mhp_effective_communications_index_

9

Public Opinion in the Post-Brexit Era, Legatum Institute 2017. Available at:
https://lif.blob.core.windows.net/lif/docs/default-source/default-library/1710-public-opinion-in-the-post-brexit-era-final.pdf?sfvrsn=0

10 https://capx.co/what-does-the-british-public-think-about-capitalism/
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senior executive pay rather than allowing businesses to
pay what they see fit .
11

environment, and in the end all are likely to suffer.

The opportunity for business leaders

Other issues that regularly top surveys of what people

But when it comes to public opinion, the dark clouds

don’t like about business behaviours include tax avoidance and environmental concerns. The annual survey by
the Institute for Business Ethics in the UK12 has found executive pay to be at or near the top of people’s concerns
for the last 15 years. But this year tax avoidance was the
top concern (33% of respondents chose it as one of the
two or three issues which need addressing) followed by
pay and environmental responsibility (both at 24%).

hanging over business and global capitalism have a silver
lining. People want to see changes to the way business
operates, and in some cases they are willing to support
unpalatable political options at least partly in order to
see these changes forced on business. But they are also
increasingly likely to look to business leaders themselves
to effect change.
Edelman’s influential annual Trust Barometer reveals that

The political threat

this year over three-quarters (76%) want CEOs to take

In Chapter 5 we explore in detail the threat to globali-

the lead on change rather than waiting for government

sation, democratic capitalism and big business posed

to impose it. That result is up a massive 11% on the year

by the rise of populism around the world. Our polling

before, which in itself was a record on previous years15.

supports this sense of threat. Nearly four in five (79%)

Similarly, recent polling for the Financial Times by Brit-

of respondents favour strong action by government to

ainThinks16 finds that 54% trust businesses more than

make sure businesses behave ethically – and crucially,

politicians, against just 8% who trust politicians more

nearly half of these (37% of the total) want to see strong

than businesses. And 63% say businesses are more in

action by government even if the businesses in question

touch with the general public than politicians, against 9%

are technically obeying the law. This is a clear sign that

for the opposite position.

there is a political constituency in favour of ignoring the
rule of law so that a strong political leader can act – a

There is no doubt that public opinion creates a challenging environment for business. But there is also an oppor-

hallmark of populism.

tunity here. People are increasingly looking to businesses

This finding again chimes with previous research. Earlier

to make the changes they want to see. Strong leader-

this year the Hansard Society found well over half (54%)

ship and concerted action from business leaders could

of UK respondents believe Britain needs a strong leader

reap significant rewards on multiple levels. The rest of

who is willing to break the rules . And the proof is seen at

this report looks at what lies beneath this overview of

the ballot box – recent research for The Guardian sug-

public opinion. In the following chapters we set out how

13

gests that over a quarter of European voters now support

and why the public’s view of business has changed, the

populist parties, a threefold increase in the last 20 years .

resulting political threat, what business is already doing

The threat to global capitalism should be clear – an un-

about it and what more they can do to help restore the

stable political environment creates an unstable business

public’s faith in democratic capitalism.

14

11 https://lif.blob.core.windows.net/lif/docs/default-source/default-library/1710-public-opinion-in-the-post-brexit-era-final.pdf?sfvrsn=0
12

https://www.ibe.org.uk/userassets/surveys/ibe_%20attitudes_survey_2018.pdf

13

https://www.hansardsociety.org.uk/publications/reports/audit-of-political-engagement-16

14

https://www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2018/nov/20/revealed-one-in-four-europeans-vote-populist

15

Find the full research at https://www.edelman.com/trust-barometer

16

http://britainthinks.com/news/labour-and-business-whos-side-are-the-public-on-in-partnership-with-the-financial-times
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Chapter 2: The Value Shift
Last year, Global Future published research demon-

are more likely to prioritise things like self-expression,

strating the new divide in British society and politics .
17

Our politics used to be structured primarily around a
class-driven ‘left vs right’ divide between workers and
owners, with other issues hanging off the coat-tails of
the main economic cleavage. Now, the axis has tilted.
Society is increasingly organised around a new divide
based on values rather than economics. Those who identify with a broadly ‘open’ set of values are on one side,
and those with ‘closed’ values are on the other. The open
side is internationalist, outward-looking, and in favour of

autonomy and altruistic concerns for others.
By most accounts, the shift has been dramatic. In the
1970s, materialists outnumbered post-materialists in
Western countries by around four to one. At the turn
of the century, the two sides were roughly equal in
number18. There are, of course, big variations by country depending on the relative levels of economic and
physical security enjoyed by different populations. But
the trend is clear.

multiculturalism and immigration while the closed side

This continuing shift is in turn profoundly reshaping our

is more nationalist, and less comfortable with diversity.

social and political environment. While materialists tend

The open side tends to be younger, city-dwelling and

to prioritise issues such as economic growth and law and

with graduate degrees, while the closed side tends to be

order, post-materialists are more interested in human

older, non-urban and not university educated. Crucially,

rights, the environment, gender equality and freedom

this new divide has started to structure our politics – in

of speech. The rise in postmaterialism has therefore led

the UK, the two big parties are increasingly pivoting

to the formation of new social and political movements

away from the left-right divide and seeking instead to

which seek to put post-materialist values into action – for

represent the two sides of the new open-closed divide.

instance the environmental movement and the emergence

And similar trends can be observed in developed democ-

of Green parties in many developed democracies.

racies all over the world.

Rise of the post-materialists
That identification of a new divide in society and politics
is underpinned by decades of social research. Sociologists
have long identified an ongoing shift in values taking
place in developed democracies. They convincingly show
that an ever increasing proportion of people are prioritising what Ronald Inglehart famously terms ‘post-materialist’ values. Inglehart’s theory is that dramatic increases
in affluence, life expectancy, material security, and
numbers of people in higher education since WW2 have
had a huge effect on people’s values. While previously,
so-called ‘material’ concerns were dominant – physical
safety, financial security and so on – now that these
needs are much more widely met than they were, people

The rise of post-materialism is the primary context for
many of the pressures which businesses face in terms
of public opinion. Post-materialists – whether they are
workers, consumers or simply members of the public
with an opinion – often expect businesses to conform to
their values and not focus simply on creating products,
jobs and economic growth. Their concerns about poverty, gender inequality, environmental impact and the
protection of human rights shine an unrelenting spotlight
on how companies go about their business.

Globalisation’s discontented
But it is not all a one-way street. While those enjoying
relative security and the fruits of higher education have
moved towards a post-materialist value set, that has cre-

17

See Open Owns the Future, Global Future 2018 https://ourglobalfuture.com/reports/open-owns-future/

18

See Ronald Inglehart’s Encyclopaedia Britannica entry at https://www.britannica.com/topic/postmaterialism
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FIGURE 1. SHIFT TOWARDS POST-MATERIALIST VALUES IN NINE WESTERN SOCIETIES, 1970 AND 200019
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ated a reaction among those who have not. Higher edu-

The picture is further complicated by the global financial

cation in particular has accentuated a significant divide in

crisis of 2008. In many countries, massive public expend-

Western societies. As de-industrialisation and outsourc-

iture to subsidise the financial sector – and the subse-

ing has gathered pace and many Western countries have

quent fiscal retrenchment to bring down public debt –

moved more towards a service-led knowledge economy,

created widespread resentment among materialists and

those who have not been trained in the skills necessary

post-materialists alike. And more or less stagnant real

to succeed in this type of economy have increasingly

median wages in many countries, combined with increas-

reacted against the prevailing direction of change. While

ing wealth inequality, have poured fuel on the flames.

these ‘materialists’ are less likely to be concerned about

It is now not so obvious that material concerns about

causes such as human rights and climate change, they

financial and physical security have been consigned to

are more likely to harbour resentment towards business-

the dustbin of history. Even those conforming to the

es which they see as reaping the rewards of globalisation

post-materialist stereotype are now more likely to have

by stripping communities of their assets and resources,

material concerns about their economic security – espe-

outsourcing jobs to the cheapest labour markets and

cially younger generations who see no realistic prospect

keeping the proceeds of growth to themselves.

19

of outperforming their parents.

19 From Inglehart and Welzel (2005): Modernization, Cultural Change, and Democracy: The Human Development Sequence. Cambridge University Press.

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM

21

This creates a dangerous and complicated environment
in which businesses must operate today. On the one
hand, an increasing proportion of companies’ workforces and customers prioritise post-materialist values,
which in turn creates a whole set of higher expectations
on business. On the other, backlash and resentment is
contributing to a broader social and political context
which puts those seen to have benefited the most from
globalisation – including many businesses – in the crosshairs of public anger. The path through this rocky terrain
is not obvious. So, before examining what businesses are
doing to navigate their way forward, we should explore
the terrain further.
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Chapter 3: Greater Expectations
“We believe that a fundamental change is under way.

standard of living, long-term job security, steady financial

Organisations are no longer assessed based only on

progression and the chance to reach the top rungs of the

traditional metrics such as financial performance, or even

ladder. But that is about as far as it went. For the materi-

the quality of their products or services. Rather, organi-

alists of the 20th century, this was exactly what employ-

sations today are increasingly judged on the basis of their

ees were looking for. But for the post-materialists of the

relationships with their workers, their customers, and

21st century, it isn’t always enough.

their communities, as well as their impact on society at
large – transforming them from business enterprises into
social enterprises.”
Global Human Capital Trends 2018, Deloitte20

One way of understanding the value shift is to think in
terms of generations. By 2025, 75% of the global workforce will be comprised of ‘millennials’, born between
1982 and 200022. And while the evidence is mixed23, it

The public’s values have changed – and what they

is on balance clear that millennials have very different

expect of business has changed too. In this chapter we

expectations of the workplace than the previous ‘Gen-

set out the exacting expectations put on businesses by

eration X’ and ‘Baby Boomer’ generations. Nearly nine in

their employees and customers, and how this dynamic is

ten millennials believe business success is not just about

underpinned by a context of deep and growing distrust

financial performance, and the same proportion believe

between people and large institutions of all kinds.

that employers should play a role in addressing issues

More demanding employees

such as income inequality, hunger and climate change24.
Even back in 2012, a survey of US employees found that

“I was raised to believe I could change the world. I’m desper-

almost two-thirds of millennials wanted their employer

ate for you to show me that the work we do here matters,

to contribute to social or ethical causes they felt were

even just a little bit. I’ll make copies, I’ll fetch coffee, I’ll do

important, while only half of the Boomers and older Gen

the grunt work. But I’m not doing it to help you get a new

Xers thought the same25.

Mercedes.”
Why Millennials Keep Dumping You21, Lisa McLeod

But the demands of the millennial workforce are not
confined to the purely post-material sphere. Recent

One of the most direct ways in which businesses are

polling has demonstrated the keen focus which young-

coming into contact with the generational value shift

er generations are placing on more bread-and-butter

is their experiences with their own workforce. In the

material concerns. In particular, the question of whether

20th century there was an implicit contract between

businesses are paying their fair share of tax tends to

employers and workers over and above their formal ar-

raise hackles. In the US, two-thirds of millennials believe

rangements. Essentially, companies would offer a decent

big businesses are paying too little tax26. And the same

20

Available at: https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/focus/human-capital-trends/2018/.html

21

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-millennials-keep-dumping-you-open-letter-lisa-earle-mcleod/

22

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/planetpolicy/2014/07/11/millennials-and-the-future-of-electric-utilities/

23

See for instance https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2017-05/ipsos-mori-millennial-myths-realities-full-report.pdf

24

https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/focus/human-capital-trends.html

25

“Why Generations Matter: Ten Findings from LifeCourse Research on the Workforce,” LifeCourse Associates, February 28, 2012

26

https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/EY-millennial-deck-10/$FILE/EY-millennial-deck-10.pdf
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polling shows that ‘pay equity’ is millennials’ top career

sult of generational value changes rather than specific

concern, mirroring wider societal concerns about too-

events. Post-materialists are more concerned about

low pay at the bottom and too-high pay at the top.

self-expression and autonomy than they used to be, and

Underpinning this broad set of demands from younger
generations of workers is a nagging but persistent problem of trust. Survey after survey has shown a long-term
decline in trust which individuals show for established institutions including government, media, business, NGOs,
churches and unions. Debate rages over the degree
to which the widespread climate of distrust is fuelled
by the actions of institutions themselves. In the UK, a

less about financial or physical security (although the
global financial crisis has complicated that picture – see
Chapter 2 above). That makes them more self-confident
and self-reliant and therefore less reliant on established
structures and institutions to connect them to society.
We can see this shift play out from one generation to
another. Less than one in five millennials agree with the
statement that “most people can be trusted”, about half

long-running sequence of high-profile scandals – from

of
previous generations.
27

the financial crisis to phone hacking via MPs’ expenses

Businesses are clearly not immune from this tidal wave

– has engulfed almost every established institution with

of distrust. According to US polling, 35% of millennials

broadly deserved opprobrium.

have very little confidence in “Corporate America” and

But whatever the relative balance of causes of the
climate of distrust, at least some of it must be a re-

only 19% report having a great deal or quite a lot of confidence28. This climate of distrust presents a fundamental
challenge to employers. Without mutual trust, it is hard

FIGURE 2. PROPORTION SAYING "MOST PEOPLE CAN BE TRUSTED" BY GENERATION27
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Queson: ‘Generally speaking would you say that most people can be trusted or you can’t be too
careful in dealing with people?’

27 Source: Pew Social Trends, available at:
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/03/07/millennials-in-adulthood/sdt-next-america-03-07-2014-0-05/
28 https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/EY-millennial-deck-10/$FILE/EY-millennial-deck-10.pdf
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to attract and retain talent. Steven Pearlstein goes fur-

to become the generation with the most spending power

ther, arguing that trust is the “necessary grease” under-

globally30. There are thought to be around two billion

pinning the entire system of democratic capitalism29.

millennials globally, and there are now more millennials

But not all of the data is bad news for businesses.
According to the annual Edelman Trust Barometer, across

than Baby Boomers in the US, profoundly changing the
consumer landscape31.

the generations businesses have been more trusted than

One of the most important shifts in consumer behav-

government and the media since the mid 2000s. And the

iour is the growing awareness of brands’ social value.

latest edition of the Trust Barometer shows a striking

Between 1993 and 2017 there was a 23-point increase

fact: while only 48% trust the government to ‘do what is

in the number of American consumers who said they

right’ (against 47% the media, 56% businesses and 57%

would consider switching brands to one associated with

NGOs), a full 75% trust their own employer. That tells us

a good cause if price and quality were equal – from 66%

two things. Firstly, people are increasingly looking towards

to 89%32. And it’s millennials driving this trend. They are

businesses to effect change which they used to expect

the most likely group to look for ‘responsible products’

other institutions – in particular, government – to make

wherever possible, and the most likely to believe busi-

happen. And secondly, the authenticity of a real relation-

ness should take the lead on public issues in the absence

ship between an employee and an employer appears to

of government action33.

counteract the prevailing tendency towards distrust.

As with the workplace, the evidence on the effect of

That presents employers with a genuine opportunity. If

the value shift in the marketplace is mixed. The pollsters

they can build trusting relationships with their employees

Ipsos Mori claim that the idea younger generations’ con-

by demonstrating that their values are aligned, and by

sumer decisions are more determined by brand ethics

living up to their employees’ high expectations, they can

than older generations is in fact a myth34. And granted,

make headway in the current climate. Today’s workers ex-

some companies which have suffered ethical reputation

pect their employers both to treat them with dignity and

problems – such as Amazon, Uber and Facebook – have

respect, and to make the world a better place. Businesses

not appeared to take much of a hit on their bottom line

need to respond to that double-headed demand.

yet. (Although Facebook’s share price fell precipitously

More demanding customers

in 2018 after it was hit by a series of scandals, in 2019 it
started climbing back up). In these rare cases, the unique

The same trends – higher expectations of social value,

and extraordinary popularity of their products and ser-

and a need for authentic and trusting relationships in

vices appears to outweigh any concerns their consumers

a context of widespread distrust – can be found in the

might have about their ethics – for now. But no consum-

customer base of consumer-facing businesses as well. An

er-facing company, however big and however successful,

ever-increasing share of consumers are now millennials,

should feel immune. The speed at which corporate scan-

and by 2020 millennials are set to overtake Generation X

dals can unfold, and the way that backlashes can scale

29 See Steven Pearlstein, Social Capital, Corporate Purpose, and the Revival of American Capitalism, (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution,
January 2014)
30 https://www.ft.com/content/f81ac17a-68ae-11e8-b6eb-4acfcfb08c11
31 https://www.ft.com/content/194cd1c8-6583-11e8-a39d-4df188287fff
32 http://www.conecomm.com/research-blog/2017-csr-study#download-the-research
33 ibid.
34 https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2017-05/ipsos-mori-millennial-myths-realities-full-report.pdf
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up through social media, puts all businesses at risk. And

out perceived corporate misbehaviour than previous

any business that maintains high revenue and turnover

generations. In this context, businesses struggle to ‘get

despite a problematic reputation is on borrowed time.

away with’ ethically unsound practices. But they also

Research suggests that as much as 39% of the share-

often struggle to convince distrustful consumers of the

holder value of the UK’s 350 largest listed companies is

ethics of their approach unless their communications are

down to their reputation . It only takes a half-decent

based on genuinely trusting relationships.

35

and ethically more sound rival to become viable and
consumers will switch en masse.

For instance, the corporate practice of ‘greenwashing’ –
where companies misleadingly portray their products or

When they switch, they are likely to switch to a smaller

practices as environmentally friendly when they are not

company. Another important shift in consumer behav-

– is habitually called out by savvy consumers and often

iour is the rise of smaller, more ‘authentic’ brands which
challenge the big multinationals by building loyal followings and presenting themselves as more grounded
and approachable. Think craft beer over established
lager, local organic produce over global import-export,
or clothing companies like American Giant which have
a story to tell about their supply chain being rooted in
a community. According to Boston Consulting Group,
large US consumer groups lost $22bn in sales to smaller
brands between 2011 and 201636.
Underlying this move to the knowable, the local and the
word-of-mouth over globally mass-produced products is
the same trust dynamic seen in the workforce. Millennials’ lack of trust in big institutions manifests itself in their
consumer habits. They look for brands whose back-story
and business practices they clearly understand, or which
their friends have personally recommended. They want
to form genuine, trusting relationships with brands,
which is much easier to do with smaller and more local
offers than with global multinationals.
As we have seen, the tidal wave of distrust which has
broken over the world in the last few decades is intimately linked not just with events, elite action and the
behaviour of institutions, but with the post-materialist value shift. Higher-educated and more self-reliant
consumers operating in a high-information environment
have a much greater capacity for recognising and calling

large US consumer
groups lost $22bn in
sales to smaller brands
between 2011 and 2016
causes more harm to a company’s brand than good.
Similarly, companies which seek to align themselves with
millennial-driven concerns about social justice through
their communications alone, but not necessarily their
actual practices and behaviours, find it is more trouble
than it is worth. The most famous example of this phenomenon is a 2017 Pepsi advert featuring Kendall Jenner
taking part in a street protest. The advert was pulled
after a huge social media backlash. Many were outraged
that Pepsi was using the imagery of protest and activism
for what seemed to be purely commercial ends.
Establishing trusting relationships with consumers
should not just be seen as a necessary protection against
backlash. For businesses which increasingly rely on millennial consumers, it is also a huge opportunity. If they
can meet their consumers’ desire for trust and genuine,
meaningful relationships, they will be rewarded both in
the short-term bottom line and in the long-term sustainability of their business.

35 http://www.reputationdividend.com/files/9814/9449/9300/2017_UK_Reputation_Dividend_Report.pdf
36 https://www.bcg.com/publications/2017/strategy-products-how-big-consumer-companies-can-fight-back.aspx
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Chapter 4: The Sources Of Anger
In the previous chapter we explored one side of the story of changing values, setting out how new value orientations have created greater expectations of businesses. In
this chapter we explore the darker side of that story. Yes,
post-materialist values are much more dominant than
they used to be. And yes, that means more and more
people motivated and inspired by social causes such as
the environment and poverty reduction. But meanwhile
material conditions have in several respects become a
lot more challenging for Western post-materialist millennials themselves than they were for previous generations. And those who are more on the materialist side
of the new divide often find themselves disconnected
from globalisation, living in places which are not sharing
in the proceeds of growth and struggling to access the
skills and opportunities they need. These factors are
fuelling three dominant and negative trends shaping
the relationship between business and society. The first

the UK since the Napoleonic Wars38.
This is the baseline context for inequality in the West. In
the US, inequality is particularly prevalent in income: in
the mid 20th century, the share of US income enjoyed
by the richest 1% hovered for decades around the 10%
mark, but it is consistently over 20% now39. In the UK,
wealth inequality is more prevalent. The wealthiest 10%
of households in the UK own more than 900 times the
wealth of the poorest 10%, and five times more than the
poorest 50%40. Whereas wealth inequality fell for much
of the 20th century, it has risen sharply since the 1980s.
And this phenomenon can be seen globally. Oxfam’s
annual reports on global wealth inequality41 (which have
their critics42) show the scale of the issue. According
to Oxfam, in 2018 the 26 richest people in the world
owned the same amount of wealth as the poorest half of
the entire global population (3.8 billion people).

is inequality; the second is the decline of many specific

In the UK, much of the wealth inequality is generational,

local places; and the third is climate change.

and driven by a key asset: housing. The postwar Baby

Inequality today

Boomer generation bought property when it was cheap.
Those in their 20s and 30s today are much less likely to be

The story of inequality in the 21st century is partly about

able to afford a home. Millennial families are half as likely

wages and purchasing power. In the US, the average

to own their own home by the age of 30 as Boomers were

wage has roughly the same purchasing power as it did

at the same age43. And the dominant role which housing

40 years ago37, undermining one of the basic promises

plays in the modern economy, both as a secure underpin-

of democratic capitalism – that living standards should

ning of living standards and as an asset which tends to

grow steadily over time. Meanwhile the UK has been in

increase significantly in value, drives social division. There

the grips of a vicious pay squeeze ever since the financial

are those who have, and those who have not.

crisis. According to the Resolution Foundation, the ten
years from 2010 are set to be the worst for pay growth in

Millennials, of course, had a ringside seat for the global
financial crisis – which took place just as many of them

37 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/08/07/for-most-us-workers-real-wages-have-barely-budged-for-decades/
38 https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/media/press-releases/public-and-family-finances-squeezes-extended-well-into-the-2020s-by-grim-		
budget-forecasts/
39 https://eml.berkeley.edu/~saez/saez-UStopincomes-2015.pdf
40 https://www.ippr.org/files/2018-08/1535639099_prosperity-and-justice-ippr-2018.pdf
41 https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/1/22/18192774/oxfam-inequality-report-2019-davos-wealth
42 Eg Chris Giles in the Financial Times. See: https://www.ft.com/content/bc09a15d-d04d-3f15-9b61-8bad80392947
43 https://www.intergencommission.org/publications/a-new-generational-contract-the-final-report-of-the-intergenerational-commission/
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were entering the job market. And they have watched

tax avoidance for many years. But even as the backlash

with growing anger as the gigantic bailout of much of the

against corporate excess grows, the company does not

world’s financial services sector has been followed by a

appear to be changing its ways. Last year, for the second

decade of public spending contraction, leading to notice-

year in a row, it paid no federal tax in the US despite

able and in many cases painful declines in the provision

making over $11bn in profit46.

of public services.

The UK government estimates that £5.3bn was lost to

This economic context plays directly into the climate

tax evasion in 2016-17, and £1.7bn to tax avoidance

of distrust outlined in Chapter 3. Many millennials are

– although that latter figure underestimates the true

struggling with stubbornly low pay and are watching the

scale of the practice, as HMRC does not include prac-

housing market soar out of reach. Many feel, understand-

tices such as profit shifting in its analysis. By contrast,

ably, that things are a lot harder for them than their par-

research by Tax Watch UK estimates that the top five

ents who enjoyed steadily rising living standards and more

global tech companies alone avoided around £5bn in UK

affordable housing. When they then turn to businesses,

tax in the last five years.

they have some tough questions. In particular: how can
CEOs continue to justify their increasingly out-of-scale
pay packets? In the US, the average CEO earns 312 times
more than their average worker. They earned 58 times
more in 1989 and just 20 times more in 1965.

If they are to build authentic and trusting relationships
with their workforce and their customer base, businesses simply have to take on board the historic bind in
which many particularly younger people find themselves.
In many cases, incomes are not rising fast enough to

And further, there is clear and corrosive inequality be-

meet the cost of living and public services have been

tween big business and private individuals when it comes

squeezed. Meanwhile, the wealth of the richest in

to tax – made all the more galling when public services

society continues to soar. The more that businesses are

continue to face the impacts of austerity, ten years on

seen to be complicit in these trends, the more they will

from a crash caused by a failure of global capitalism.

disappoint their workers and consumers.

It has been a commonplace feature of globalisation that

Global economy, local pain

companies seek to minimise their tax bills by playing
countries off against each other, domiciling different parts
of their business in different jurisdictions, shifting profits
accrued in tax-heavy countries into accounts linked to taxlight countries, and making liberal use of tax havens.
We can see this play out spectacularly in the cases of
Ineos and Amazon. Jim Ratcliffe, the founder of chemicals firm Ineos, relocated the company from the UK
to Switzerland in 2010 allegedly in retaliation for not
being allowed to defer a £350m VAT bill44. This year,
Ratcliffe was reported to be planning to domicile himself in Monaco for tax purposes45.
Amazon has been at the centre of arguments about

There is another dark side to the relationship between
business and society in the 21st century. And that is the often painful collision between globalisation and place.
Globalisation isn’t supposed to care much about specific local places. Supply chains can be based anywhere.
Workers can follow jobs across borders, or companies
can outsource their workforce. Communications technology has radically expanded the reach of businesses
big and small. And global integration of trade, regulation and finance limits the influence of local or even
national policies – including tax regimes. Put crudely,
place doesn’t matter as much as it used to.
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https://www.scotsman.com/business/ineos-says-vat-row-behind-swiss-hq-move-1-801327
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https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/sir-jim-ratcliffe-the-uks-richest-man-quits-country-to-save-billions-35x6jphxn
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This has been a feature of globalisation for a long time.

al authority offered an astonishing array of incentives

Most countries in the developed world bear at least

including a £20m cash grant, site cleaning and clearance

some of the scars of deindustrialisation. From the 1980s

and a £100m capital allowance47. The Tees Valley is one

onwards, whole towns and even cities habitually found

of the poorest areas in England. Ineos cleared around

that global competition and ever more complex supply

£2bn of pre-tax profit in 2016/17, and its owner Jim Rat-

chains had fatally undermined their economic raison

cliffe is the second-richest person in the UK48.

d’etre. Responses to deindustrialisation have varied
country by country, but even the most conscientiously
renewed industrial heartlands in the West – places like
the Ruhr in Germany – still carry some of the psychic
trauma of that period. Other places – like the car towns
of the northern Midwest US or the coal towns of the UK
– have never really recovered.

Another notable UK example of corporate welfare is the
long relationship between Nissan and the UK government. One estimate puts the total amount provided to
Nissan by the UK taxpayer since 1980 at £800m49. Since
2016, the Government has been engaged in a concerted
effort to retain Nissan’s investment in the country despite
uncertainties related to Brexit. And in February this year

If there is a problem in the contract between business

it emerged that Nissan had been offered an aid package

and society, you will find it most clearly expressed in

worth around £80m in return for continued investment50.

the local places where globalisation has taken its great-

In this case, it didn’t work – Nissan has this year cancelled

est toll. But place can also provide the perfect setting

plans to invest in new manufacturing in the UK.

for repairing relationships between business and society. After all, it is much easier to form real and trusting
relationships in actual places rather than online or
through mass media. Place, therefore, is both a problem
and an opportunity for businesses seeking to play their
part in repairing democratic capitalism. That is played
out through two particularly prevalent trends – corporate welfare, and unethical supply chains.
Trading places: corporate welfare and the politics of placebased investment

This phenomenon is not confined to the UK alone. In
fact, the US has a much more extensive history of placebased corporate welfare as it is not constricted by EU
state aid rules. A recent high-profile case was the $4.8bn
package of aid provided by the state of Wisconsin to Taiwanese firm Foxconn in exchange for building a $10bn
flat-panel display factory51.
One estimate of corporate welfare had the 2012-13 UK
taxpayer footing a £180bn bill to support business52.
While this includes all sorts of arguably legitimate ex-

‘Corporate welfare’ describes the contemporary corpo-

penditure such as support for training and skills, it also

rate practice of seeking incentives for investment from

includes £14.5bn in direct subsidies and grants.

local, regional or national public authorities. For instance,
the Tees Valley Combined Authority in the UK recently
sought to attract chemicals firm Ineos – whose persistent
efforts to avoid paying taxes were discussed above – to
invest in their region as opposed to Belgium. The region-

Clearly the balance of power between wealthy multinational corporations and impoverished regions leads
to some deeply uncomfortable dynamics. But where
the scales are more even, we are starting to see places
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https://www.ft.com/content/d2472b06-e68e-11e8-8a85-04b8afea6ea3
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-44096507
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http://www.corporate-welfare-watch.org.uk/wp/2017/09/26/nissan-nearly-1bn-corporate-welfare/
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https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/feb/04/government-letter-to-nissan-reveals-brexit-promise-to-carmarkers
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https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/jul/02/its-a-huge-subsidy-the-48bn-gamble-to-lure-foxconn-to-america
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http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/SPERI-Paper-24-The-British-Corporate-Welfare-State.pdf
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fight back. In February this year, Amazon pulled out of a

illegal labour conditions or toxic environmental impacts

huge project to build an HQ in Queens, New York, after

in their global supply chains. As time has gone on that

months of local protest. New York had beaten other US

criticism has led to much greater oversight, with Nike

locales in a competition to see who could offer one of

often leading the charge. But that increase in awareness

the wealthiest corporations in the world more in cash

and oversight has not ended the sweatshop scandals.

incentives (New York eventually offered $3bn in subsi-

New reports regularly emerge of harassed, overworked

dies). Protestors were concerned that the project would

and underpaid workers churning out products for the

increase rents, and they were against Amazon’s promise

world’s biggest fashion brands. As recently as this year,

to oppose unionisation. But a good deal of the opposition

a T-shirt produced by the Spice Girls to raise money for

also appeared to come from a kind of moral response to

Comic Relief’s gender justice campaign was found to

the practice of offering large subsidies in exchange for

be produced from a Bangladeshi factory where women

corporate investment. “New York is in a unique position

were paid 35p an hour in 16-hour shifts while being

to stand up and draw a line, because Amazon is not bigger

verbally abused54.

than New York,” said state senator Michael Gianaris. “We
have the ability to set the tone for the nation.”53

One reason why greater awareness has not ended these
supply chain scandals is the simple fact that long-dis-

In an era dominated by distrust, businesses could see

tance and complex supply chains are extremely difficult

a lot more of this kind of local opposition in the future.

to monitor properly. In 2013, many European countries

Local campaigns rely on close networks of trust. Where

including the UK were engulfed in a scandal about the

big businesses seek to enter new markets, they tend to

presence of significant amounts of horse meat in com-

be operating with a major deficit of trust which can leave

mon supermarket products which were supposed to be

them ill-equipped to win over hearts and minds and

100% beef. It took months of inquests in multiple coun-

achieve their goals.

tries to start to unpick what was behind this scandal.

Supply chains: the lifelines of a company’s relationship to
places

While some have been jailed or charged for these crimes,
it is widely accepted that the complexity of the supply
chain dynamics makes it all but impossible to understand

One of the most important impacts of globalisation is its

exactly what happened. When firms do not fully under-

effects on supply chains. With improved communications

stand where their produce is coming from, they cannot

and lower barriers to trade come greater opportunities

make hard and fast claims about its provenance. That is

to spread supply chains far and wide in order to lower

an ethical problem.

costs. That has underpinned substantial increases in living
standards as the cost of consumer goods has come down.
But it has also raised serious ethical concerns.

Recent developments in the fashion world have seemed
to offer hope for those who want to see stronger relationships between companies and the places where

In the early days of globalised supply chain scandals, the

their products are made. The trend for ‘fast fashion’ has

concern was that companies simply did not care how

made it less economical for clothes suppliers to manu-

their product was made. From the 1970s, Western fash-

facture their products far away from their markets, as

ion and apparel retailers – Nike foremost among them

styles come and go too quickly for the travel distances

– came under severe criticism for tolerating extreme and

to be viable. In the UK, Leicester’s garment industry
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had seemed, like so many other parts of the country’s

Arctic sea ice loss, biodiversity loss, declining crop yields,

manufacturing base, destined for the history books. But

more frequent heat waves and heavy rainfall.”56

fast fashion has created tens of thousands of new jobs
in the region, as high street retailers look for fast turnarounds from ordering to selling clothes. However, several
investigations have shown that this revitalised industry
has in fact led to serious problems, with so-called ‘dark
factories’ failing to pay the minimum wage, exploiting
illegal immigrants and undermining workers’ rights. The
problem, of course, is that the high street retailers are
not in a real relationship with the garment factories. As
one Leicester factory owner says: “[The retailers] said,
‘OK, we want to work with you,’ give you a couple of

Further: “There is alarming evidence that important tipping points, leading to irreversible changes in major ecosystems and the planetary climate system, may already
have been reached or passed. Ecosystems as diverse
as the Amazon rainforest and the Arctic tundra, may
be approaching thresholds of dramatic change through
warming and drying. Mountain glaciers are in alarming
retreat and the downstream effects of reduced water
supply in the driest months will have repercussions that
transcend generations.”57

orders, then go back to Turkey or wherever, and six or

All of this means extreme weather, an unprecedented

eight months later they return when the pound’s in their

threat to bio-diversity58, resource scarcity, chaos and

favour and expect to find you’re still here”55.

conflict. Climate change amounts to an existential threat

In Chapter 6 we set out how some companies and systems are able to buck this trend for far-flung, unaccountable or irresponsible supply chain dynamics and instead

to our way of life, not just how we order our economy
and our society but where and how we live, what we eat
and the species with which we share the planet.

create powerful and productive relationships between

At the heart of this crisis are the means through which we

businesses and places. Supply chains need to be seen

as a species have achieved industrialisation. Put simply, the

not just as a complex risk for companies to manage but

way in which we manage the global economy – the burn-

as lifelines which connect companies with the places

ing of fossil fuels, deforestation, and the use of our natural

where they are based.

resources and natural environment – is driving climate

Climate change
Finally, of course, there is climate change. No longer
a debate as to whether it will happen in the future, it
has become undeniable that severe man-made climate
change is happening now.

change. There is no question that that has to change.
Today, inevitably, our politics has begun to reflect that
fact. In the United States, the left has been electrified by
plans for a ‘Green New Deal’. in Europe, Extinction Rebellion demands urgent action including net zero emissions
by 2025.59 And in many ways, this is the area where busi-

In the words of the UN’s 2018 Global Commission on

ness has already understood the need to act. But given

Climate Change and the Economy report: “The world is

increasing political and social instability, the question is

already experiencing the impacts of rapid and unequiv-

whether business is going far enough, fast enough.

ocal global warming: coral reef decline, sea level rise,

55 https://www.ft.com/content/e427327e-5892-11e8-b8b2-d6ceb45fa9d0
56 https://newclimateeconomy.report/
57 https://www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/climate-change/
58 https://www.dropbox.com/sh/yd8l2v0u4jqptp3/AACpraYjOYWpTxAFv5H-2vrKa/1%20Global%20Assessment%20Summary%20for%20Poli		
cymakers?dl=0&preview=Summary+for+Policymakers+IPBES+Global+Assessment.pdf&subfolder_nav_tracking=1
59

https://rebellion.earth/the-truth/demands/
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Chapter 5: The Populist Backlash
“Why should the citizens of this world keep companies

UK bear almost no resemblance to that of the similarly

around whose sole purpose is the enrichment of a few

resurgent French Front National or Victor Orban’s Fidesz in

people?”

Hungary, they share one thing: an analysis that ‘the people’

Paul Polman, former CEO of Unilever

60

What are the political ramifications of this fraying of the
relationship between business and society?
Previous sections have set out how dark clouds have
been forming on the horizon for some time. The
post-materialist value shift since WW2 has created new
tensions in society. More and more citizens have high
levels of distrust of established large institutions, including businesses, and high expectations of businesses to

have been conned and exploited by a narrow ‘elite’, and that
these parties themselves speak for ‘the people’. This is the
fundamental principle of populism: the setting up of a binary
opposition between a corrupt elite and a pure ‘people’.
Ever since the financial crisis populism has been gaining
traction. Now, increasingly it is gaining power. In Europe
alone, populist governments, or coalitions which include
populist parties, are now in charge in Italy, Hungary and
Austria.

align with their own altruistic and socially conscious val-

Who exactly constitutes the ‘elite’ and ‘the people’ varies

ues. Meanwhile, many are struggling to keep up in a glo-

from case to case. For left-wing populists like Podemos,

balised world, often the victim of corporate investment

Greece’s Syriza or the UK Labour Party under Jeremy

strategies or business practices which do not favour

Corbyn, the enemy is mainly those financial and busi-

those without the ability to up sticks and follow the jobs.

ness elites thought to have enriched themselves at the

Furthermore, the global financial crisis and long-term

expense of the people. For right-wing populists like the

trends in inequality and wage suppression have fuelled

Lega Nord in Italy or the AfD in Germany, the enemy is

the flames of resentment across society.

mainly immigrants. But many right-wing populists are

These dark clouds have consolidated into genuine political backlash against the status quo. This is the age of
populism.

broadly anti-business as well. Indeed, a major development in the story of the European radical right since
the 1990s has been the adoption by many populist
right-wing parties of increasingly hostile anti-business

In many Western countries, what seemed like deeply

positions.61 On the campaign trail for the 2019 EU par-

entrenched political tribes – from the Parti Socialiste

liamentary elections, the leader of the French far right

in France to the moderate Republican tradition in the

Front National Marine le Pen said: “I think the economic

US – have found themselves swept aside or colonised

model needs to be profoundly changed. You can’t talk

by new political forces of the left (eg. Syriza in Greece),

about environmentalism if you’re defending an ultra-lib-

the right (the Tea Party in the US) or somewhere in be-

eral model, a model of total free trade.” Even supposedly

tween (Beppe Grillo’s Movimento Cinque Stelle in Italy).

mainstream centre-right parties such as the Conserv-

And many of these new movements have something in

atives in the UK have demonstrably drifted towards a

common. While the political programmes of Podemos

more anti-business position in recent years62.

in Spain and the Jeremy Corbyn-led Labour Party in the

This hardening of anti-business sentiment across the
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political spectrum presents a grave threat to businesses

and a major driver of economic growth, has been forced

around the world. And we can now see that risk play-

to move most of its operations out of Hungary66. Sim-

ing out in the countries where populists are already in

ilarly in Poland, the entire legal and political order has

charge.

been threatened to such a degree that the EU has begun

In populist Putin’s Russia, being a successful business
leader can be a criminal offence. Peter Pomerantsev tells
the story63 of Yana Yakovleva, a businesswoman suddenly

to demand the restoration of a rules-based system67. In
the Philippines, Duterte has shamelessly singled out the
individual business leaders he wants to destroy68.

arrested for trading in chemicals she had been selling legal-

And in the UK with its increasingly febrile politics of

ly for years. She was the victim of what has become known

Brexit, a No Deal exit – widely accepted to be a route

as ‘state raiding’, in which business owners are imprisoned

towards economic catastrophe – has become close to a

on spurious charges by state officials seeking to requisition

majority view in the once business-oriented Conserva-

their company. Populism is bad for business because when

tive Party. In the words of the new Prime Minister: “fuck

there are no rules, everything is possible.

business”.

In the chaos and dysfunction of the Trump administra-

On the left, economic populism is often more overtly

tion, business may have so far reaped the rewards of tax

confrontational towards business. For instance, many

cuts but economic disaster is an ever-present threat. Bob

of the UK Labour Party’s most prominent supporters

Woodward describes a number of occasions in which

publicly discuss the end of capitalism, mass nationali-

senior officials including Gary Cohn, the then senior

sation and the requisitioning of wealth and resources69.

economic adviser, have removed memos from the Presi-

This approach would go well beyond the greater regula-

dent’s desk to prevent potentially trade-crippling action

tory and redistributive control over free-market capi-

including withdrawal from NAFTA .

talism found in more social-democratic societies than

64

In Orban’s Hungary, as in Russia, business leaders can
awaken to discover their company has been taken from
under them65. And the national interest is apparently no
obstacle to the Hungarian administration in pursuit of
its vendettas. The Central European University, founded
and funded by the administration’s enemy George Soros,

the UK, and into broadly anti-capitalist and therefore
anti-business territory. The dangers here for business
are immense – excessive state control over markets and
individual wealth can undermine an entire economy,
creating dysfunctional industries and destroying competitiveness.

63 From Nothing is True and Everything is Possible, by Peter Pomerantsev (PublicAffairs, 2014)
64 Bob Woodward’s review of the early Trump years, ‘Fear’ sets out a number of occasions in which senior officials including Gary Cohn, the
then senior economic adviser, removed memos from the President’s desk to prevent disastrous action, including withdrawal from NAFTA
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-09-04/cohn-lifted-papers-off-trump-desk-to-stop-nafta-exit-book-say
65 https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2018/9/13/17823488/hungary-democracy-authoritarianism-trump
66 https://www.forbes.com/sites/susanadams/2018/12/04/why-hungary-forced-george-soros-backed-central-european-university-to-leave-		
the-country/#7a7b2433533e
67 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/may/14/eu-demands-action-by-poland-government-to-protect-rule-of-law
68 http://manilastandard.net/opinion/columns/to-the-point-by-emil-jurado/234516/what-does-duterte-have-against-ongpin-.html
69 https://twitter.com/AyoCaesar/status/1119569443703664640, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/apr/25/
climate-change-oil-companies-extinction-rebellion, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/oct/19/british-banks-trustednationalise-city-profits-communities, https://twitter.com/aaronbastani/status/1006591218279702529?lang=en
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Venezuela is a case in point. It has the largest proven

their lives and the places where they live. Above all, it

oil reserves in the world, yet the industry is a mess, and

appeals to the widespread sense that the current system

the country is rapidly approaching ‘failed state’ terri-

– whether it is understood in political, economic or so-

tory thanks to the populist left leadership of Chavez

cial terms – is failing to meet people’s expectations.

and Maduro. Indeed the 2017 World Economic Survey
found that populism “taints economic policy across Latin
America”70.

Populism presents a clear danger to big businesses –
which are almost always included in the definition of
the hated ‘elite’. As we have seen, many aspects of the

In France a populist uprising – the Gilets Jaunes – has

contract between business and society are under strain.

called for protectionism, a ban on outsourcing, and a

Business practices seen to be unfair or exploitative

maximum salary of 15,000 Euros a month .

therefore simultaneously fuel populism and invite its

71

Finally, almost across the board, we see anti-immigration
policies – and therefore anti-business policies – as a
populist staple. The relatively free movement of labour is
an important underpinning of economic success.
So in policy terms populists pose a significant threat. But
even when not in power, populists’ rhetoric can also amplify ill feeling and worsen the environment for business.
When it comes to politics, it is always a challenge to
extricate cause from effect. We cannot simply say that
public opinion came first, and that populist parties filled
the demand from the public for more anti-elite (and
anti-business) rhetoric and policy. Clearly parties also
have a role in shaping public opinion, as do the mainstream media in their choice of how to cover politics and
wider societal issues. But given the widely documented
weakening of public support for capitalism (see Chapters
1 and 3 above), it can come as no surprise that politi-

wrath. This populist climate creates an urgent need for
businesses to renew and refresh that contract, before it
is too late.
In his study of the United States in the 19th century,
Alexis de Tocqueville developed a concept he called “l’intérêt bien entendu”: self-interest, rightly understood. According to de Tocqueville, Americans of that era habitually acted in their own self-interest. But they understood
their self-interest in a context which extended beyond
the immediate, the personal and the short-term. They
understood that their self-interest usually involved acting in the interests of a wider community and therefore
sacrificing some immediate personal benefit. Because
without sustaining the interests of the wider community, their own self-interest would ultimately suffer. In his
words: “Each American knows when to sacrifice some of
his private interests to save the rest.”

cal offerings which are critical either of the economic

Self-interest, rightly understood: this is the concept

system itself or of those ‘elites’ thought to have profited

which must guide the actions of business leaders in

from it are gaining ground.

today’s world. They are required not to act against their

In this context, and within an age of widespread distrust,
the populist offer has undeniable power. It attracts those
post-materialists who believe in making the world a
better place and are angry about the failures of capitalism to deliver prosperity for all – or even a better life for

self-interest, but to understand that it is in their interest
to act for the wider community. The following chapters
will explore what businesses are already doing – and
what more they need to do – to repair their relationship
with society and see off the populist threat.

them than their parents. And it attracts those materialists who are angry about the effect of globalisation on
70
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The View From The Top
“Purpose is not a mere tagline or marketing campaign; it is a company’s fundamental
reason for being – what it does every day to create value for its stakeholders. Purpose
is not the sole pursuit of profits but the animating force for achieving them.”
Larry Fink, CEO, BlackRock72

“Business leaders today face a choice: We can reform capitalism, or we can let capitalism be reformed for us, through political measures and the pressures of an angry public.
The good news is that the reforms will not only increase trust in the system; they will
also strengthen the system itself. They will unleash the innovation needed to tackle the
world’s grand challenges, pave the way for a new era of shared prosperity, and restore
public faith in business.”
Dominic Barton, former MD of McKinsey73

“In the current era, best described as ‘the age of anxiety’, we will see capitalism rejected
unless it finds a way of fundamentally addressing this anxiety.”
Anne Richards, CEO, Fidelity International74

“I believe that all good things taken to an extreme can be self-destructive and that
everything must evolve or die. This is now true for capitalism.”
Ray Dalio, founder, Bridgewater Associates75

“Capitalism enables competition, innovation and choice. This is not to say that
capitalism does not have flaws, that it isn’t leaving people behind and that it shouldn’t
be improved.”
Jamie Dimon, Chairman and CEO, JPMorgan Chase76

72 https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/larry-fink-ceo-letter
73 https://hbr.org/2011/03/capitalism-for-the-long-term
74 https://www.advisoryexcellence.com/capitalism-broken-top-uk-business-leaders-warn/
75 https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-how-capitalism-needs-reformed-ray-dalio/?mod=article_inline
76 https://www.jpmorganchase.com/corporate/investor-relations/document/ceo-letter-to-shareholders-2018.pdf
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Chapter 6: The Response From Business
Business, of course, is not blind to any of the issues de-

for good through a community which retains its own

scribed above – and indeed, mainstream business think-

standards and impact assessments77.

ing has moved a long way since Milton Friedman argued
that a company’s only responsibility is to its sharehold-

Members range from small firms like Toast (a Lon-

ers. Today, avowedly progressive strategies – such as the

don-based brewery that uses leftovers from neighbour-

Harvard Business School-driven ‘Creating Shared Value’

ing bakeries to brew award-winning beers and gives

movement – fit well within the mainstream.

100% of profits to an environmental charity campaign-

More broadly, corporate social responsibility (CSR) has
become a multi-billion dollar industry; activist investors
have emerged from a rocky beginning to play an increasing role in the global marketplace; cause-led marketing

ing to end food waste) up to multinationals like Natura
(a £3bn Brazilian cosmetics company which produces
carbon-neutral products and advocates for the protection of the Amazon).

now drives many companies’ reputational strategies;

In all cases, these businesses are defined by a pur-

and nearly every major company now at least speaks the

pose-driven approach which necessitates good

language of ‘corporate purpose’.

citizenship. There are now more than 2,500 B Corps

Approaches range widely from the genuine and genuinely effective, to the disingenuous, pointless or even
counter-productive (cf. the ‘greenwashing’ scandals of
the 1980s and 90s). Nevertheless, it is clear that the
business community as a whole has come to accept that
employees and consumers expect firms to operate as
constructive members of society.

in 50 countries.

Richer Sounds
Through the firm that bears his name – and of which he
remained sole owner, until the recent announcement
that he intends to hand over 60% of business to its staff
– Julian Richer has developed a purpose-driven business
built from a simple philosophy through which strong,

In a later report we will explore further the terrain of

decent relationships with stakeholders from staff to

corporate purpose, and set out in greater detail how

supply chain will make business sense in the long term.

businesses can instil a sense of authentic purpose

Ultimately, this approach has seen the company grow to

throughout their operations. Here we limit ourselves to

become the UK’s largest sound system retailer.

highlighting some of the business initiatives which are
leading the way in terms of seeking to repair the relationship between business and society.

B Corporations
B Corps are for-profit businesses which voluntarily meet
social sustainability and environmental performance,
accountability and transparency standards set under the
auspices of the not-for-profit B Lab. Founded in 2006,
the B Corp movement seeks to use business as a force

77

Richer is also taking wider action on one of the key issues driving global discontent about democratic capitalism. Through the investigative think tank he has established (TaxWatch) Richer is seeking to address problems
around corporate tax avoidance strategies.

Unilever
Unilever has long stood out as a global company that
does business differently. Crucially, it is a firm that can
be seen to live its values over the long term.

For more on the B Corp movement see https://bcorporation.uk/about-b-corps
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The Unilever Sustainable Living Plan is made up of
three big goals and commitments across nine pillars,
supported by targets that span our social, economic and
environmental performance across the value chain. They
properly evaluate the plan and publish the results.
The former CEO of Unilever, Paul Polman, remains a
major advocate for change, stating: “Business is here to
serve society. We need to find a way to do so in a sustainable and more equitable way, not only with resources but also with business models that are sustainable
and generate reasonable returns.”

Place-based commitments: EDF, Morrisons
and M&S
Some companies have responded well to growing tensions between business and society at the level of place
(see Chapter 4 above). For instance, the energy company
EDF actively supported the creation of Somerset Larder,
a collection of food businesses located near the site of
the huge Hinkley Point construction project and formed
specifically to win the project’s £80m catering contract.
Instead of outsourcing the contract beyond the local
community, EDF were able to support the creation of
a local, sustainable and environmentally sound supply
chain. That in turn has led to genuine, authentic relationships between a major multinational business and
the local community at the site of what remains a highly
controversial project.
Similarly, Marks & Spencer has recently introduced a
strong commitment to local relationships as part of
its highly regarded sustainability agenda Plan A. The
latest iteration includes a commitment to ‘transform
1,000 communities’. That goal marks a significant shift.
It is driven by the recognition that many of the places
where M&S is present are struggling economically and
socially, and that retail businesses have a role to play
in supporting stronger and healthier communities. This
effort is crystallising around the issue of the UK’s ailing
high street – a policy area where M&S has long been

present.
Finally, the supermarket chain Morrisons is an unsung
hero in this regard. Unlike the other major supermarket retailers in the UK, Morrisons operates a vertically
integrated supply chain so that it owns many of the
farms, factories and processing units which supply it.
While other supermarkets force suppliers into adversarial cost-cutting and introduce related pressures on wages
and product quality, Morrisons creates long-term sustainability of jobs, prices and product quality through its
approach. And that sustainability, crucially, provides the
bedrock for genuine and lasting relationships between
the business, its supply chain, the communities connected to it and all the way to the customers enjoying
scandal-free produce.

The power of authentic relationships
What unites these examples is not so much the ambition and scale of their approaches to ‘purpose’ (although they are all, in different ways, ambitious) but
more their commitment to authenticity. You can’t fix
a relationship with a grand gesture. If the social contract between business and society is breaking down,
a lasting restoration of trust will only come about if
the problems at the heart of that relationship are addressed in a meaningful way.
An authentic response from business requires a relational approach to the communities with which it
interacts, built from a central and genuine governing
philosophy. This is the difference between bland platitudes on a mission statement and a meaningful sense
of purpose. As Gurnek Bains shows in Meaning Inc,78
business purpose comes from a shared values system
which permeates and informs an entire institution from
top to bottom. Bains’s approach recommends a process
to develop a mutually agreed set of organisational values
which includes considerations from across the business
- the particular strengths of the CEO and the workforce,
short-term business imperatives, and long-term strategy.

78 Bains et al, Meaning Inc. Profile Books (2007)
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That then provides the basis for meaningful relationships with all of a company’s internal and external stakeholders. A genuinely values-led approach cannot help
but create decent, honest and respectful relationships
with everyone from staff, supply chain and contractors
to customers, communities and government.
Businesses are not NGOs; they do not need to pose as
the saviours of mankind in order to restore public trust.
Instead, companies which embed respectful, humanistic
values into their core purpose and therefore business
practices, can renew and strengthen the ties that bind
the global economy by approaching relationships in the
same way as any decent individual.
This approach instantly dissolves the disconnect which
can see large corporations invest hundreds of millions in
genuinely impactful CSR programmes, whilst at the same
time taking decisions which indirectly exploit those
same communities. In these cases, the missing ingredient is authenticity.
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Chapter 7: Recommendations
It is not up to businesses alone to save democratic capitalism. But as we have seen, people are increasingly looking to business leaders to effect the change they want to
see in the way the system works. Ultimately, if business is
to help head off a looming populist threat it must do more
to address the issues that people care about – particularly
executive pay, tax avoidance, and climate change. Authenticity is key, and substantial action is required.
Many business leaders know change is needed. But
none can force system-wide change alone. This report
does not demand nor predict a world in which every
company becomes the equivalent of a B Corp. That
isn’t going to happen any time soon. In reality, we know

Existing lobbying practice
The strength of business’ corporate lobbying muscle is
well understood. In the UK, it’s a £2bn industry79, in the
US it employs more than 11,000 people80, and around
the world, businesses have shaped legislation and regulations for centuries. No one seriously doubts that the
business lobby wields significant influence.
Understandably that influence has been used to pursue
business self-interest. Given the real and growing threat
to global capitalism, we believe that self-interest is now
best served through system-wide reform to create a
fairer capitalism and a level playing field.

that high street retailers in competition with the rise

Large businesses typically take part in two broad

of online shopping are struggling to meet decent wage

non-market activities: Corporate Political Activity (CPA,

standards while margins remain tight. We know that

otherwise known as lobbying) and Corporate Social

businesses struggling for a footing in some of the most

Responsibility (CSR). These tend to be seen by busi-

competitive sectors such as technology often have little

nesses as two completely separate activities. But it is

room for manoeuvre when their competitors employ

not a huge leap to begin to put the two together. And in

aggressive tax arrangements.

some cases CSR-CPA clearly exists. In 2005 in the US,

What we therefore suggest is something both more
achievable and more effective than action by individual businesses. We are calling on businesses which
understand the need for change not only to do what
they can alone, but also to work together for a fairer
capitalism. They should redirect their lobbying and CSR
budgets towards working across sectors, in partnership
with civil society, to push for sensible but ambitious

for example, the cosmetics firm Mary Kay successfully
lobbied government for greater support for the victims
of violence against women, including a high-profile stunt
in which sales directors drove pink cadillacs up to the
US Capitol. And the Cartoon Network has campaigned
to protect recess at US schools81. The shipping company
Maersk’s lobbying for sustainable shipping82 is another
clear example.

reforms. Crucially, by working in coalition with their

There are of course other examples of businesses lobby-

competitors to call for change, businesses can not only

ing for good causes. Ben & Jerry’s lobbies government

avoid putting themselves at competitive disadvantage

on a range of issues across the board from racial justice

but can also maximise their lobbying muscle.

and climate change to fair trade83, and where possible

79 https://www.politico.eu/article/brexit-boom-time-for-britains-lobbyists-theresa-may-westminster-communications/
80 https://www.opensecrets.org/lobby/index.php
81 https://ssir.org/articles/entry/lobbying_for_good
82 https://www.maersk.com/about/sustainability/shared-value/leading-change-in-ship-recycling-industry/breaking-the-stalemate
83 https://www.benjerry.com/values/issues-we-care-about
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they work with partners – as they have in the Lift the

big change, they understandably fear losing compet-

Ban Coalition (of which Global Future is a member) to

itive edge, and in some cases company law restrains

demand refugees are given a fair right to work . The

them. And what’s more, the alliances to secure serious

Body Shop has long campaigned on a range of issues

change do not yet exist.

84

from animal testing to sex trafficking. Patagonia uses its
reach to connect activists with local campaigns85.

What businesses should do is come together, both
within and across sectors, to forge powerful lobbying

These initiatives are clearly worthy of praise. Howev-

alliances designed to remodel capitalism and thereby

er, and through no fault of their own, they inevitably

restore public faith in the system. These Business

fall short of the kind of far-reaching change necessary

Action Groups should be formed by like-minded busi-

to create a fairer capitalism and reset the relationship

nesses eager for reform. And they should partner with

between business and society. Business – the whole

civil society to develop a shared agenda and strategy to

capitalist system – is at risk. Lone good actors can deliv-

change the law.

er change in specific areas of regulation or public policy.
But they will always struggle to address the big issues on
their own. A new approach is urgently needed.

Business Action Groups
In January 2017, over 80 UK-based businesses came
together to publish an open letter to government in
support of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs)86. It included both businesses who may be regarded as the usual suspects when it comes to corporate
citizenship (Unilever, The Body Shop etc) as well as a
wide range of household brands, from supermarkets and

BICEP
In 2009 Nike led a coalition of brands alongside Starbucks, Timberland, and Levi Strauss working with the sustainability not-for-profit Ceres in the establishment of BICEP (Business for Innovative Climate and Energy Policy).87
The group now includes around 50 members including
Mars, Ben & Jerrys, Unilever and Ikea, and has sat at the
heart of a decade of business-led lobbying for sustainable
policy from the successful defence of California’s ‘Cap and
Trade’ policy in 2010, to support for President Obama’s
Climate Action Plan in 2013.88

telecoms companies to banks and professional services

This is a perfect example of what a Business Action Group

bodies. This type of proactive leadership is exactly the

can do. BICEP is characterised by political bravery, cor-

sort of thing needed. But it must be noted that support

porate professionalism and a deeper understanding that

for the SDGs is largely cost-free for the signatories.

when it comes to the big issues such as climate change,

Where are the grand coalitions of businesses coming

we all have skin in the game. Now it is time for businesses

together to tackle the biggest, thorniest issues of tax

to come together and create Business Action Groups on

avoidance and soaring executive pay?

the other big issues undermining public faith in capitalism:

Businesses which recognise their interest in creating

particularly tax avoidance and executive pay.

a fairer capitalism should come together to drive it.

There are existing initiatives which credit businesses

Alone, they are not strong enough to change the sys-

that meet certain standards on tax and pay. Fair Tax

tem. Alone, they don’t have the lobbying muscle to win

Mark89 gives businesses such as Lush, SSE, The Co-Op

84 https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Lift-the-Ban-report.pdf
85 https://www.patagonia.com/actionworks/#!/explore/home
86 https://www.unilever.co.uk/Images/uk-open-letter-to-pm-re-sdgs-en_tcm1252-510665_en.pdf
87 https://www.ceres.org/news-center/blog/changing-game-climate-advocacy-bicep-10-years-strong
88 https://www.ceres.org/initiatives/we-are-still-in
89 https://fairtaxmark.net/accredited-organisations/
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Group and Richer Sounds a rubber-stamp approving

• Fairness where the scale of rewards taken out more

their tax practices. And in the UK the Living Wage Foundation has accredited thousands of businesses that meet

closely matches the work put in
• Sustainability in which stakeholders and the wid-

their low-wage standards. But these fall short of being

er environment are not exploited but treated with

coalitions of businesses proactively lobbying for changes

care

to the law.
Perhaps the closest thing to a Business Action Group on
the thorny issues of tax and pay is Patriotic Millionaires
in the US90 – a group of business leaders and high net
worth individuals “who are worried about the concentration of wealth and power in America” and have joined
together to lobby for social justice, including higher

There are no shortcuts. The only way to save the system
is to repair it. But nor are we talking about an end to
competition, reward or free enterprise. As we have seen,
the public accept the profit motive and the need for
businesses to be able to innovate and do well. They just
want to make sure that capitalism serves society, not the
other way round.

taxes for themselves and higher wages for the low paid.

Example 1: A Business Action Group on company law

But while this is welcome, it is still essentially private

In certain jurisdictions (particularly the UK and the US),

philanthropy rather than a change in corporate lobbying

there is a legal requirement that company directors must

practice. The next phase is for businesses themselves

act primarily in the interests of shareholders. Business

to understand their own self-interest in change, and to

leaders often cite this as a reason for not acting on some

come together to lobby for substantive reform.

of the big issues identified in this report – particularly

What should Business Action Groups call for?
Throughout this report we have already seen where
action is needed. In the area of sustainability and climate
change, businesses are increasingly recognising that effective action is not just a PR win but a business imperative. Over the coming decade the best businesses will
start to feel the same way about the other critical issues
fuelling public anger at the system – particularly executive pay and tax avoidance.

pay and tax. Company law does indeed regulate what
businesses can and can’t do in these areas. In the case
of the UK, the Companies Act 2006 requires directors
to act for the benefit of the company’s “members” (ie
shareholders) and merely to “have regard” for wider
matters such as the long-term interests of the company,
employees’ interests, and impact on the wider community and environment. In theory, that could expose
directors to legal action if they take actions which could
negatively impact the bottom line in the short term. Sim-

Businesses do not have to take a radical view of social

ilar legal constraints are in place in other liberal market

change in order to pursue this course. They are not char-

economies such as the US and Australia.

ities or pressure groups, nor should they be expected to
behave as such. They do not need to support the most
radical positions. Instead, to guide them in what position to take they can rely on values which are not only
broadly shared but arguably underpin the philosophy of
capitalism itself. Examples of these values include:
• A level playing field where we all play by the same
rules

Many European countries have corporate governance
regimes which give greater primacy to ‘stakeholders’
(ie workers, customers and the wider community) as
well as shareholders91. We therefore recommend that
companies which want to take action on some of the
big issues undermining faith in capitalism come together
in a Business Action Group which calls for reforms to
company law in jurisdictions where these reforms are

90 https://patrioticmillionaires.org/about/
91 For evidence of this, and a wider discussion of Anglosphere corporate governance reform, see Corporate Governance Reform, IPPR (2017).

		

Available at: https://www.ippr.org/files/2017-07/cej-cgr-dp-17-07-14.pdf
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needed. These reforms should make clear that directors’

a fairer and more socially sustainable tax regime do not

duties should be not just to shareholders but to the

want to lose competitive edge by doing so. We there-

long-term interest of the business and to other stake-

fore recommend that companies make commitments to

holders including employees, customers and the wider

working with others across sectors in order to establish

community. For instance, in the UK the Business Action

a Business Action Group on Tax which would seek tax

Group would lobby for specific reforms to the Compa-

reforms at the national and international level. These

nies Act which shift directors’ incentives towards a fairer

would cover the use and misuse of tax havens, the

model of capitalism.

practice of ‘profit shifting’ (whereby profits garnered in

These reforms could potentially underpin much more ambitious action by business and government to tackle the
issues driving the public’s loss of faith in capitalism.
Example 2: A Business Action Group on tax
As we have seen, tax represents an enormous reputational problem for business, and sits at the key point of
contention between big business and government. On
one side, many businesses feel over-regulated and overtaxed, and publicly listed companies have habitually cited
their supposed legal duty to maximise shareholder profit
as reason for doing everything legally permissible to

higher-tax jurisdictions are accounted for in lower-tax
jurisdictions) and other sites of contention over companies’ tax practices.
Example 3: A Business Action Group on pay
We have seen (in Chapter 4) that the direction of travel
in developed democracies has created particularly
intense conflicts over the question of wages and the
related structural question of inequality. Those businesses which recognise the threat posed by a fraying relationship between business and society should commit to
taking serious action on this front.

minimise their tax bill. On the other, governments have

On the question of high pay, companies could lobby

increasingly started to reflect growing public outrage at

for greater transparency so that they are required to

the ‘creative’ tax practices of many large corporations.

publish ratios between the highest and lowest paid

And the debate has raged ever more intensely as the

members of staff. And they could call for reforms to

years of public spending contraction in many developed

remuneration committee governance so that there

democracies since the financial crisis have worn on.

is greater representation of workers’ interests – and

To help repair the relationship between business and society, corporations must not wait to be better regulated.
In our globalised world, tax is an international issue – so
effective tax regulation requires high levels of international co-operation between nation states. Of course,

workers themselves – in the remuneration process. On
the question of low pay, companies could come together to lobby for increases in national minimum wage
policies (or the introduction of one, where they don’t
already exist).

one of the effects of the fraying relationship between

Of course, individual companies are broadly free to

business and society has been the rise of populism,

take action unilaterally on wages at both the top and

nationalism and isolationist movements (see Chapter 5

the bottom of the pay scale. But we recognise that not

above). These have in turn made it harder for national

all businesses will feel in a commercially strong enough

governments to work together to implement effective

position to pursue some of these courses of action on

tax regulation. If businesses don’t act, there is a real

their own. (And some will feel legally constrained as

risk of a downward spiral whereby populist politics and

well.) That is the power of the Business Action Group

narrow-minded corporate strategy feed off each other

model. It allows businesses to commit to reforming

and we end up inadvertently destroying the social and

capitalism without immediately taking a hit relative to

democratic covenant which underpins capitalism.

their competitors.

Even companies which understand the need to move to
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Our polling supports the formation of a Business Action

governments’ feet to the fire, and ensure concrete policy

Group on executive pay. Three-quarters (74%) would

follows public declarations.

like to see businesses do more to influence government
on limiting pay levels of senior executives.

Second, we know that lobbying around climate change
is big business, and we know that major polluters spend

Example 4: Bigger ambition on climate change

ten times more than green groups lobbying government94.

The best businesses are undoubtedly alive to the threat

Enlightened businesses should come together to even

of climate change – but there is no question that more

up the score in the daily hand-to-hand combat of policy

needs to be done. Internally, that means measuring and

formulation across government in order to secure sustain-

reducing impact on our natural environment and mean-

able outcomes. That lobbying should move beyond im-

ingfully including sustainability considerations within

mediate self-interest towards funding work and lobbying

decision frameworks. But externally there is a clear

alongside civil society across the board to defend our nat-

opportunity to show leadership by lobbying for regulato-

ural environment and create a sustainable economy.

ry changes which will put a serious dent into man-made
climate change. This is already starting to happen – as dis-

Authentic individual action

cussed above, both in the creation of organisations such

However, a push for collective action must not be an

as BICEP and the lobbying we have seen in support of the

excuse for leading businesses to drag their feet. Where

Sustainable Development Goals. More can be done. EDF,

they can, they have to put purpose back at the heart of

amongst others, have argued that policy advocacy is a

their business models and reconnect with their work-

‘blind spot’ in corporate sustainability .

place, their marketplace and the wider community. A

92

Business should find new ways to lead, not just by example, but by demanding more of government. As our economies seek to transition towards net-zero emissions and
a sustainable relationship with our natural environment,
business should be demanding faster action. According to

forthcoming report by Global Future will explore this
area in greater detail. The following gives a flavour of
what is needed for companies to build authentic, purpose-driven relationships with their workplace, marketplace and wider community.

the UN’s Global Commission, “transitioning to a low-car-

Authentic action at work

bon, sustainable growth path could deliver a direct eco-

As we saw in Chapter 3, employees have increasingly

nomic gain of $26 trillion through to 2030 compared to

stringent demands of the companies they work for. They

business-as-usual” . It is in the enlightened self-interest

want to work for companies that they believe share their

of businesses to work alongside that change.

values. And they believe businesses have an important

93

There are two paths they can take. First, they can demand

role to play in making the world a better place.

big, bold action in line with the seriousness of the crisis.

An authentic relationship between businesses and their

They should lobby governments for ambitious targets to

workers does not mean acceding to any and all workers’

secure net zero emissions as quickly as possible. Where

demands. Clearly that would not be a sustainable way

targets do exist – the UK has recently committed to net

to run any organisation, let alone a for-profit business.

zero by 2050 – they should come together to support

But nor does it mean ignoring them, or perhaps worse

those plans, and work with civil society to hold successive

still pretending to accede to them. In the first instance,

92 http://business.edf.org/files/2019/03/EDF008_Blind-Spot_digital.pdf
93 https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science.shtml
94 https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change-fossil-fuels-lobbying-usa-transport-renewable-energy-environment-a8452941.html
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there needs to be an honest internal discussion between

ers, we also recommend that communications, branding,

all people at all levels of an organisation about the

public affairs and positioning strategies undergo an Au-

true purpose of the company. To the extent that this is

thenticity Check. The public image of a company should

decided at senior levels, that fact should be communi-

be measured against the internal reality of the compa-

cated openly and honestly with more junior levels of an

ny’s practices, and the reputational risk inherent in any

organisation.

gap between image and reality should be quantified and

To make this happen, we recommend that companies

spelt out to senior leaders within the company.

engage seriously with the identification of their own

Authentic action in the community

purpose through a Purpose Audit. This would involve

In Chapter 4 we set out the story of chemicals firm Ineos

relevant members of staff in identifying, describing and

extracting massive commitments of public expenditure

amplifying the true purpose of the company whatever

from the Tees Valley Combined Authority in exchange for

that may be. The audit must include ongoing mecha-

the promise of investing in manufacturing plant in the

nisms for measuring the degree to which a company

region. Ineos already has a presence on Teesside, thanks

is achieving its purpose and living its values. Through

to its ownership of the Seal Sands plant (this year it was

this approach, companies can build honest and trusting

reported to have threatened to close the plant unless the

relationships with their staff based on a shared under-

government stepped in to find a way for the company

standing of the company’s purpose.

to avoid complying with environmental regulations95).

Authentic action in the market
The consumers of the 21st century, much like workers,
expect more from businesses than they used to. They
want to buy products which they trust from companies
which align with their own values. And they quickly see
through inauthentic attempts to project values or ethical
concerns which are not in fact at the purposeful heart of
a company’s modus operandi.
The key to building trusting relationships with consumers is transparency. But for businesses which must retain
competitive advantage and strategic secrecy, transparency is not an easy thing to achieve. The commitment,
therefore, must be to push transparency as far as it can
go without damaging a company’s business model. We
therefore recommend companies undertake a Transparency Audit examining the company’s level of openness

But in a previous era, a different chemicals giant dominated Teesside, namely ICI. Over the course of 80 years
of investment and production, ICI built a reputation for
being a committed, long-term stakeholder in the region.
Providing everything from housing, recreational facilities,
pensions and welfare schemes to subsidised canteens
and youth clubs, ICI – like many big, successful companies in the 20th century – was in it for the long haul.
The 21st century big firms like Ineos which bought the
assets of an older generation of firms like ICI have only
been able to survive under pressure from the financial sector by, in the words of Manchester University
political economy professor Karel Williams, “stripping
away social overheads”. That has led to a breakdown in
relationship between businesses and places. How can
businesses start to repair it?

to consumers across a range of areas including supply

The examples of EDF and Morrisons outlined in Chap-

chain ethics, hiring practices, carbon footprint, tax and

ter 6 point to the need to consider how supply chain

use of personal data.

and investment decisions can contribute to building

Given the crucial role which a company’s communications and branding plays in its relationship with consum-

trusting relationships grounded in places. And conversely, the examples of Ineos and Amazon seeking
to play places off against each other demonstrate the

95 https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2019/03/23/ineos-chemicals-environment-pollution-eu-lobbying/
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need for longer-term relationships to be built between
companies and places – relationships based on more
than simply the immediate transactional investment
decisions. We therefore recommend that companies, in
making supply chain and investment decisions, seek to
introduce a bias towards the local and the long-term.
Wherever possible, local supply chains should be used
and investments should be made over as long a time
period as is feasible.
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AFTERWORD
The CEOs I work with know that global business is

ethically minded businesses face enormously and po-

under pressure from a variety of threats. Populism,

tentially fatal real-world barriers to pioneering change.

protectionism and anti-business rhetoric is all

Put bluntly, it does no one any good if ethical business-

around us.

es go out of business.

A focus on short-term shareholder value has never been

One solution is finding a way to bring businesses

more out of fashion. Yet for the public, this apparent

together to tackle these issues in coalition. This has al-

consensus has yielded few visible results.

ready started to happen – we saw a host of big names

That’s not to say that there aren’t a wide range of
fantastic purposeful businesses playing a meaningful
role in building a better future – there are. As we detail
in this report, businesses like Ben & Jerry’s, The Body
Shop, and Richer Sounds are already making a real and
significant contribution to building a better, fairer and

come together to demand action from the UK government on the UN Sustainable Development Goals.
That’s a start but it’s not nearly enough. The next stage
requires business to join with civil society and the public at large in demanding real change that will help build
a fairer, more sustainable system.

more sustainable economy. Many other businesses are

In this report, we hope we’ve plotted a sensible way

working to define and drive a positive societal purpose

forward – Business Action Groups. These coalitions

and embrace ethical and sustainability initiatives.

could use the lobbying muscle of our biggest companies

But the public want more from business as a whole – not
just the ethical outriders. Half of working-age Brits now
believe that capitalism doesn’t work for them. That’s not
sustainable. And it’s clear where the real problems are –
pay, tax and increasingly, climate change.
And it’s not just public disquiet that puts businesses at
risk. A new generation of populist leaders across the
world are tearing up the old rules-based order. If the way
our economy works continues to haemorrhage public

to push – jointly – for action to help make our economy
work more fairly. And in fact we can point to real-world
examples where this is already working, such as the
BICEP coalition which sees companies like Nike and
Starbucks campaign in the United States.
Now is the time to take this to the next level. Starting
with corporate governance, tax, pay and sustainability,
businesses should start taking the lead in remodelling
global business.

support, business leaders shouldn’t be surprised if popu-

Inaction is no longer the safe option. The risks are great

list leaders see an easy target and act accordingly.

– but so is the opportunity, and at Global Future we

So action isn’t just a moral necessity, but a business imperative. Self-interest and public interest align.

want to play our part in building that change. I hope
you do too.

The constraint on business – even those that want to
change – is that individual action isn’t only incidental
to a system-wide problem, it’s also often impossible.
When competitors are doing everything they can to

Gurnek Bains

minimise overheads and attract the best elite talent,

CEO, Global Future
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