
SUSTAINABLE VALUE CREATION
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How do you defi ne sustainable value creation?
It’s about the challenges for a company to 

build an enduring business proposition that lives in 
harmony with societal expectations.

The clear call to action here is for com-
panies to increasingly drive their agendas to 
be more in harmony with societal expecta-
tions, which are obviously evolving as well, 
and that requires inspired and enlightened 
leadership.

When Paul Newman founded CECP, he be-
lieved the corporate sector could be a force for 
good in society and he challenged all of us to do 
a better job.

Are boards adequately inspired to en-
courage their CEOs and executive teams to 
address important societal matters? Does the 
short-term earnings drive make that diffi cult?

It’s challenging, but it is also manageable. Put 
another way, if it was easy, it would’ve been done 
already. The world is messy, but inspired leadership 

can come from a board; it can come from 
a CEO; it can come from the employees 
themselves – you have to be open to all 
possibilities. The notion is that you have 
to be driving toward being a greater force 
for good in society. Frankly, I don’t care 
where it comes from; what I care about 
is that it comes.

It’s fair to expect leadership in 
any organization to lead the way. But 
whether it’s a board, a CEO, or executive 
team doesn’t matter. I have seen situa-
tions where the CEO has been the driver; 
I have seen instances where boards have 

been out in front.
At Avon, where I’m Chairman now, we 

have a legacy of being a force for women’s 
economic empowerment, which is well aligned 
with societal expectation and that is a legacy 
that the employees have worked hard to main-
tain, and that both the board and CEO have 
continued to champion.

Is the message that there is no shame in 
doing well by doing good?

Yes. My observation is that most corporate 
leaders, contrary to how they’re portrayed in the 
media, are all in. They’re not only CEOs, but par-
ents, grandparents, children of parents who care, 
and members of their communities – they care 
well beyond corporate profi ts. Bottom line, in 
most quarters, there are a caring group of lead-
ers who are trying to be good stewards of this 
bigger idea. 

The other observation is that the benefi ts far 
outweigh the nominal costs. Companies are con-
tinually fi nding ways to leverage their skills, assets, 
and capabilities to be a force for good in their 
communities. This leads to new levels of fi nancial 
support and strong, sponsored encouragement of 
greater employee engagement in community ac-
tivity. This, in turn, is leading to greater employee 
engagement in the agenda of those respective 
companies. In my opinion, this employee engage-
ment benefi t far outweighs the cost.

In fact, I would argue that it is a greater risk if 
companies don’t pursue this engagement agenda 
intelligently. Employees want to give back to their 
communities in a powerful way. The companies 
that facilitate this “give back” desire will prosper 
in terms of attracting, developing, and retaining 
world-class talent in today’s world. Besides, it’s just 
the right thing to do.

Can you put metrics around sustainable 
value creation?

Intuitively, I believe that the benefi ts outweigh 
the costs. However, I also believe you can’t man-
age 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 high-
cost initiative, I don’t think you should become ob-
sessed 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 
fi lled 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 fi nding ways 
to do that in terms of fi nancial performance and 
social impact.

Do you believe that today’s business lead-
ers have the proper mindset?

I believe today’s leaders need to work harder 
at their leadership craft. Creating a superior lead-
ership profi le demands learning and enlightened 
hard work. The leaders that genuinely work hard to 
better align their companies with societal expecta-
tions 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 fl uid as a leader to pioneer 
this space.

Do you agree that if you take better care 
of employees, they will take better care of cus-
tomers and that will bring higher returns? 

I focus on employees. I find that if I 
thoughtfully and smartly focus on their agen-
das, they will represent our company with dis-
tinction 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 incred-
ibly 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 fi nd a way to authentically thread this 
needle.•
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