
 

 

The Report: Bloomberg Good Business Conference 
by Tim Jackson 

 

The concept of good business can stimulate productivity and attract talent, 
customers and investors, but the effects of greenwashing can be devastating. 
Good business drives innovation, creativity, growth and long-term success, but it 
requires a different way of doing things. 
The following report from the Bloomberg Good Business conference outlines the on-
stage insights of the thought leaders and opinion formers as they grappled with 
these complex issues.  

Good business: A sustainable approach 

‘Good business’ refers to the philosophy and approach which responsible companies 
use to generate long term sustainable business. Livia Firth, Founder and Creative 
Director of Eco-Age, said this should be the normal way of doing business and not 
something special. She warned against failing to address a longer term responsible 
approach to business in favour of short-term profits: “Although being unsustainable 
may be profitable in the short term, any business that works only in the short term for 
the shareholders is going to be finite.” 

 

Saker Nusseibeh, CEO Hermes Investment Management, criticised the short term 
investment horizons of many in the banking sector and reminded people of Warren 
Buffet’s point that the average holding period for (investing) in a company should be 
forever. However he added: “We live in a society that wants results now. But if you 
look at the best investments, the boring guys who belong to the old school, they are 



 

 

long term. If you own shares you should own them forever and engage with it (the 
company).” 

David Landsman, Executive Director Tata Ltd emphasised the importance of taking a 
long term strategic approach stating: “We start with our sense of purpose in order to 
create long term value for all our stakeholders.” Stakeholders include customers, 
employees, society and the environment, value chain partners and all financial 
backers. He added: “We have tightened and refined that definition of long term value 
into what we now call sustainable, profitable growth. You’ve got to look at all your 
stakeholders. They all matter. You’re not going to have a business if someone’s not 
going to finance it for you. You’re not going to have a good business if you haven’t 
got people who want to work for you.” This reinforces Simon Sinek’s long held view 
that it’s ‘not what you do but why you do it’ that motivates customers to buy products 
and services. 

ESG: Investing in the future 

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) refers to the set of standards adopted 
by a company, which socially conscious investors can use to screen investments. 
A raised awareness of the importance of ESG by investors motivates companies to 
address ethical, social and environmental policies across their entire operations. 
Nusseibeh said: “If I am not looking at governance I am taking a risk. We still don’t 
know everything about Volkswagen. We sold VW because we didn’t like the 
governance. It turns out that the lack of good governance was an indicator that there 
was something wrong that allowed the company to take more risk.” 
Harvey McGrath, Chair, Big Society Capital revealed: “According to the Global 
Sustainable Investment Alliance in 2014 of the $70 trillion of assets that are 
managed by investment managers some $21.5 trillion were deployed in strategies 
which are described as sustainable, responsible or impact investments. More 
significantly if you go back to 2012 that figure was $13 trillion. So there is clearly a 
trend here.” 

Supply chains 

David Croft, Global Sustainability Director at Diageo, talked about their holistic 
approach to integrating social and environmental standards into each stage of the 
supply chain. Even waste products from Diageo's distilleries are converted into green 
energy. 
He went on to explain how Diageo supports local barley farming in Ethiopia with the 
net result of 50% increases in the farmers’ productivity: “I met a single mother who is 
able to keep four children in school because of the extra income that we were 
generating.” 
Supply chain transparency can demonstrate evidence of social responsibility and 
ethical practices, which also provides a good story to tell. 
Croft went on to say: “Supply chains do matter and we have seen some real 
problems in this business as a result of the fact that they (companies) don’t 
understand where their products have come from. The one thing that has led to a big 
change for business in the last 15 years is this issue of connectivity. 
"Business has become more connected than it’s ever been and with that comes this 
pressure of authenticity. It’s an opportunity for business, to explain itself better. But 
the authenticity challenge is greater than it’s ever been.” 



 

 

Niall Dunne, Chief Sustainability Officer BT, agreed: “You’re going to see supply 
chains that are much more connected in the future. We are only on the cusp of what 
big data is going to do to transform the connected car, the connected home, you’re 
going to see supply chains that are much more connected.” 
This greater connectivity provides transparency through the detailed information 
accessible online. 

 

Consumption and Millennials 

Simon Coley, Co-Founder of Karma Cola, was the first to import fair trade bananas 
into New Zealand. From that experience he learned the importance of both 
transparency in the supply chain and the provenance of ingredients. He realised that 
despite the large amount of cola consumed in the world, no one knew where cola 
came from: “We came up with this concept ‘Karma Cola’ and we found where the 
cola nut was grown in West Africa and we created a product where the consumption 
of the cola would benefit the growers.” 
Dunne noted: “No one brand whether Karma Cola or Coca Cola is actually going to 
be able to shift the global demand curve from conspicuous consumption to 
conscientious consumption.” Much is written about the Millennial generation on the 
basis that their attitudes and behaviours are different in some ways from previous 
generations. He explained: “Millennials on their own, there’s 1.8 billion of them, and 
all of the insights say that they are much more values led. We need to understand 



 

 

how to scale up all the disruptive alternatives to the established brands.”

 
Nate Lanxon, Senior Editor Bloomberg EMEA, stressed that what makes Millennials 
different is they have grown up with digital technology including smartphones and 
social media. They expect to access information instantly, want variety, 
customisation and transparency and want to engage with brands as opposed to 
being passive receivers of brand communications. 
Maria Garrido, Global Head of Data and Consumer Insights, Havas Media, 
reinforced this: “Millennials expect to be able to give their opinion, expect to be heard 
and for the brand to talk back (to them). 72% of them said they very frequently 
shared information about purchases they made with their peers. If you have them on 
your side you have a loyal consumer. 
"The flip side of this is, that if you don’t give them the opportunity to be heard and to 
show off, expose their qualities and talents and achievements through the brand that 
relationship won’t last. If you don’t have the same value set then over 60% of them 
will usually and frequently talk poorly about brands.” 



 

 

 
Diana Verde Nieto, Co-Founder and CEO Positive Luxury, observed: “This is the first 
time in history that we have four different generations in the work place together. 
Clever CEOs have reverse-mentoring in place and get the younger people knocking 
at the boardroom saying ‘hey how about this or that’. 
"It’s also this kind of innovation with young people seeing how we can disrupt. So it’s 
all about this disruption in a constructive way. I think this is the new normal. Because 
we have these four generations working at the same time, we have completely 
different skill sets and it creates a collaborative and inclusive approach which is 
absolutely key.” 
 

Paying the price 

Businesses need to understand that innovation involves responsibility and integrity 
and that ‘points of difference’ with competitors and relevance to consumers will also 
be about creative ways of giving back to society. 
Mike Barry, Director Plan A, Marks & Spencer pointed out: “If you talk to customers, 
they are very smart, asking why should I pay more for a product that hasn’t exploited 
people or the planet? If there’s a problem the company’s supply chain they need to 
sort it out. What customers will always pay a premium for is great inspiration and 
innovation.” 
Dunne emphasised that business needs to switch focus away from the issue of a 
price premium for responsibly produced products: “The notion that there is somehow 
a price premium associated with a brand that gets it is something we need to get 
beyond.” 
Barry added: “10% of people will buy into something that’s green and organic and 
fair trade but 70-80% of people want a better product for the planet, that’s also good 
for them, looks good and delivers what they want.” 



 

 

Productivity 

Low levels of productivity remain a concern for many developed economies, and 
although the UK government is tackling unemployment, there is underinvestment in 
capital. 
Such a lack of investment has led to a skills shortage, which in turn negatively 
affects productivity (output per person per hour). 
Mark Pawsey MP stated: “To get something out you’ve got to put something in.” He 
argued that although the current government has gone a long way to achieve its 
objective of reducing unemployment (now at a seven year low of 5.3%), the 
challenge now is to increase productivity. 
He explained that the UK’s productivity performance has worsened since 2008: “In 
2007 our output per hour worked was 16% lower in the UK than the US. By 2014, 
that gap had widened to 32%. So we have to understand why we have that 
productivity gap.” 
Pawsey stressed the link between low skills and low productivity: “We need to 
address the skills issue. About 20% of UK productivity should be attributed to 
improved business skills. One of the questions I ask myself as a business manager 
is am I getting the best out of the team of people who work for me? Do I need more 
or better qualified people?” 
John Mills Co-Chairman, Business for Britain, challenged the levels of government 
investment in strategies to enhance productivity: “The proportion of GDP that way 
make into physical investment in the UK is low about 12-13%. The world average is 
about 26%. In China the figure is about 46%.” 
Mills explained that UK manufacturing isn’t getting the orders it should due to a 
combination of low cost overseas competition and a loss in skills: “We took 20 
products and asked ‘why can’t we get these made in the UK rather than in China’. It 
turned out that for half of them you just couldn’t get them made in the UK at all. The 
capacity to produce these sort of products had just disappeared. 
"With the other half, you could get them made in the UK but at a price which was 
certainly 50% sometimes 100% higher than the cost of China.” 



 

 

 
Sally Uren, Chief Executive Forum for the Future, defined profitable business as 
being profitable and working within environmental limits but admitted that: "Even 
that’s not enough. You also need to be delivering goods and services that have a 
social value.” To achieve this Uren said that businesses need a ‘net-positive’ 
strategy, the aim of which is to put something back into society, the environment and 
into the economy. Simply being ‘less-bad’ isn’t good enough. 

The sharing economy 

As resources either become scarce or need distributing among greater numbers of 
people, the concept of sharing begins to gain some traction. This is enhanced when 
enabled through developments in online technologies that allow individuals to trade 
autonomously with each other. 
The sharing economy in 2013 across the five contributing sectors was worth $15 
billion. This is expected to grow to $335 billion by 2025 (UK market share predicted 
to be about $15 billion or £9 billion by then). Sharing economy sectors include, car 
sharing, music and video streaming and various peer-to-peer services including 
accommodation provision and finance. 
Richard Laughton, CEO easyCar, explained the economic benefits of the sharing 
economy: “Peer-to-peer markets in general, the sharing economy being a 
manifestation of those, really drive the revelation of new amounts of supply. By 
letting people supply things like cars, like houses, like their time in a new way, you 
illicit more demand. So overall the sharing economy drives additional activity which 
is, in some senses a substitute for existing businesses, but overall produces a higher 
level of activity. 
Debbie Wosskow, CEO of LoveHomeSwap and Sharing Economy UK, said that 
there were barriers to its development: “I think the biggest barrier to the growth of the 



 

 

sharing economy and it becoming mainstream, is trust. For example how can I trust 
a stranger to stay in my home?” 
She said that this is changing as people are getting more used to the ideas and cited 
eBay as an example of a business that helps to develop trust among consumers of 
such services. 
She explained; “If we rewind 15 years they were the first people to get us completely 
comfortable with the fact that peer-to-peer ratings, which are the mainstay of every 
single one of our businesses, are equivalent of me trusting the opinion of someone 
that I know already.” 

 
Nieto pointed out that a large percentage of Millennials want to have their own 
businesses and many of those would be online: “We are living probably in one of the 
most exciting times in history because we can completely craft the future. They are 
connected with somebody at a click, at a tweet, at an Instagram photo and they can 
get fast responses. They want brands that represent their values and if they can’t 
find that they will invent it.” 


