SUSTAINABLE VALUE CREATION

Inspired and
Enlightened Leadership
An Interview with
Douglas R. Conant, Founder & CEO, ConantLeadership
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How do you define sustainable value creation?
The other observation is that the beneﬁts far
It’s about the challenges for a company to outweigh the nominal costs. Companies are conbuild an enduring business proposition that lives in tinually ﬁnding ways to leverage their skills, assets,
harmony with societal expectations.
and capabilities to be a force for good in their
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be more in harmony with societal expecta- greater employee engagement in community actions, which are obviously evolving as well, tivity. This, in turn, is leading to greater employee
and that requires inspired and enlightened engagement in the agenda of those respective
leadership.
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another way, if it was easy, it would’ve been done
Can you put metrics around sustainable
already. The world is messy, but inspired leadership value creation?
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Intuitively, I believe that the beneﬁts outweigh
the costs. However, I also believe you can’t manage it if you can’t measure it. So I believe you must
endeavor to create metrics for performance in this
area. However, unless there is a particular highcost initiative, I don’t think you should become obsessed with the metric.
Much of the process is just changing the
mindset in the corporate world to believe you
can help build a better world and build a better
company at the same time. The landscape is
ﬁlled with examples of companies doing well
and doing good.
That said, we can and must do better. We
must improve our metrics in this area and I believe
we will. The corporate world is generally focused
on continuous improvement – it’s not only driven
by breakthrough; 90 percent of all value creation
is grinding it out and companies are ﬁnding ways
to do that in terms of ﬁnancial performance and
social impact.
Do you believe that today’s business leaders have the proper mindset?
I believe today’s leaders need to work harder
at their leadership craft. Creating a superior leadership proﬁle demands learning and enlightened
hard work. The leaders that genuinely work hard to
better align their companies with societal expectations will clearly be advantaged in the 21st century.
Those who don’t will not.
This is a complicated world and to be able to
navigate it and manage all of the stakeholders, you
have to be incredibly ﬂuid as a leader to pioneer
this space.
Do you agree that if you take better care
of employees, they will take better care of customers and that will bring higher returns?
I focus on employees. I find that if I
thoughtfully and smartly focus on their agendas, they will represent our company with distinction with all stakeholders. Viewed another
way, if I don’t show respect for their agenda,
it is hard for me to believe that they will show
respect for our agenda with all stakeholders in
an enduring way. This is not an abdication of
my recognition that a leader has to be incredibly sensitive to the needs of all stakeholders.
However, it is recognition that, ultimately, the
performance of every leader is dependent upon
the goodwill and hard work of the people that
work for and with them.
To prosper going forward, today’s leaders
need to ﬁnd a way to authentically thread this
needle.
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