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RETHINKING THE WAY WE DO BUSINESS  
 
The see-do gap is still too big in many parts of the private sector and one 
reason we see is the erosion of trust, and I'm glad that the ICC is taking the 
lead. The organisation represents 48 million companies and is well placed to 
change the course of business, both small and big, and hopefully bent the 
curve of capitalism to make it work for all, now and for generations to come. 
The financial crisis of 2007-2008 brought to life that the global economic 
growth model was based on high levels of debt, overconsumption, and 
frankly, leaving too many people behind was not sustainable.   
 
Trust in business, as well as many other institutions, has eroded, and many 
companies have lost their purpose. And yes, shareholder primacy seems to 
be the prime motivator. The life of a publicly-traded company is becoming 
shorter and shorter, and permission to operate is under threat. We need a 
new economic model. We also need a different business model. Not one 
based on being less bad, or occasionally acts of benevolence, but one where 
the business has a positive impact on society in all it does. 
 
It isn't just about sustainability. It's about sustainable development. It's about 
how we provide growth and development more sustainably and equitably for 
generations to come. I believe that the purpose of business is first and 
foremost, to serve society. It is, after all, not possible to have a strong 
functioning business in a world of increasing inequality, poverty, and climate 
change. The good thing is that next to our moral obligations to address these 
global challenges, they also present an enormous business opportunity. And 
that's equally exciting, increasingly more so. And it's more now than during 
any time in our history, that we need business to step up.  
 
The corporate crisis has taught us that we cannot have healthy people on an 
unhealthy planet. The link between nature, human else, economy, and 
climate, is now better understood. But so it's also regretfully, our social 
fragility. Simply said, COVID is hitting the poorest most. And now, an added 
dimension of race is adding to this, unfortunately, with the regrettable death of 
George Floyd. The need for more inclusive and equitable growth has never 
been higher. And as I said many times before, if too many people feel 
excluded or not participating in the system, it will ultimately rebel against itself.   
 
Fortunately, there's a new generation of activists emerging from deep, 
widespread anger over injustice, racial, climate, inequality, and gender. We 
must channel that anger to muster the courage for the sometimes 
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uncomfortable changes that are needed. At times, we need to break and 
disrupt more to end up making the bigger changes. Martin Luther King said 
that our life begins to end the moment we become silent about things that 
matter. We simply can’t be silent or impartial if basic human rights and values 
are violated. And it's exactly these values that humanity depends upon for 
long-term functioning of its society, and values that I believe that the ICC has 
defended throughout its history.  
 
The task ahead is enormous. It requires the best of us. A human crisis, an 
economic and financial crisis, a social crisis, and the governance crisis is not 
easy, and indeed, for some it is overwhelming. Many are seeing a serious risk 
of a prolonged recession, rising protectionism, and long structural 
unemployment, especially amongst the young. And by focusing on recreating 
what has been, we usually fail to create what is needed. 
 
Although the world was moving in many respects in the right direction, we 
were simply moving too slow and not at the scale needed. 700 million people 
are still in extreme poverty and growing again. 257 years to reach gender 
equality, no one wants to wait that long. And global warming is still on the 
trend well above three degrees. I believe that we can still create a better 
future for all, requiring all of us to play an even more important role.  
 
We have an opportunity to redesign our economic system, and indeed, 
pressure its building to do so. 90% of the citizens wanted, the employees 
wanted, the financial market is increasingly understanding the opportunity, 
and so is responsible business and governments that are starting to move. It 
also happens to be that more jobs, better jobs, and more secure jobs are 
created in accelerating a move to this greener, more inclusive economy, 
rather than being stuck in the past. The economic returns are equally higher. 
Moving forward, the commitments to the SDG and Paris agreement should be 
unwavering. Social inclusion will need to move up the agenda as we drive 
economic opportunities and prevent further environmental degradation. 
 
More business now understands that we cannot run a successful business on 
a dead planet, and they're all stepping up. They know that responsible 
business cannot only reflect a return to shareholders but also needs to reflect 
its contributions to society and its multiple stakeholders. Increasingly, we get 
the data that ESG simply leads to better performance and higher returns, 
away indeed, from the myopic, and often short-term focus on shareholders. 
The decade of action is now, and we have no time to lose. The voice and 
actions of business is now even more needed than ever. It's hard to predict 
the exact future, but it will likely be one with more government involvement, 
more digital, and more friction, I hate to say, in global cooperation.   
 



	 	
	
	
	
	
	

 
 
ICC United Kingdom  
1st Floor 1-3 Staple Inn, London, WC1V 7QH 
info@iccwbo.uk | www.iccwbo.uk | Twitter: @iccwboUK | Instagram: @iccwbo.uk | LinkedIn: ICC United Kingdom 
Company number: 10763507 

Agility and resilience will be key to quickly adapt to benefits from the changing 
environment. And we have our jobs cut out to help drive this more sustainable 
and equitable world as we rebuild our economies. The decoupling of financial 
markets was the real economy that ought to be a point of concern. 
 
A few priorities I can see moving forward. First, the need to create more and 
better jobs and to get back to a more resilient, sustainable, and equitable 
growth that leads to a green recovery and investment in the business of the 
future. That's what we need to fight for. More and more businesses are calling 
for this. And so are governments. We missed that opportunity during the 
financial crisis and pay the price for it. We cannot afford to repeat it. Restoring 
nature for human prosperity and equity, avoiding the climate and ecological 
crisis, and providing a healthy planet for our future generations will be a key 
part of this.  
 
Second, it's also clear that as Martin Luther King said, ‘we're caught in an 
inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. 
Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly’. No country can simply 
solve today's challenges alone, and nationalism or populism is unlikely to win 
long term from cooperation and inclusion. There’s an urgent need to 
strengthen our global governance to deal with the increasing challenges that 
know no border.  
 
Third, our supply chains are being challenged and increasingly face the 
additional friction that inhibits its free flow. We have learned, first and 
foremost, that we cannot outsource our value chain, and then also outsource 
our responsibilities. That doesn't work anymore. We have to increasingly take 
the responsibilities of our total blueprint as a company in society. And we also 
need to secure that global supply chains and the financing that is needed flow 
freely. It requires even a bigger focus on small and medium-size companies. 
These companies, one recommends that 20 to 30% are currently at risk of 
disappearing because of the economic crisis.   
 
Forth, we need more focus on support for the developing markets. This will be 
critical as the issues of climate change, health and inequality don't know 
borders. Yes, we can call for cancellation or postponement of debt payments, 
but the more important thing is to help make financing available, as well as 
technology to build up resilience in those countries.  
 
Stakeholder capitalism I believe will always win long term over financial 
capitalism. But ultimately, it's about leadership and willpower. Never ever 
have we been so far warned about what's going to happen, and so far armed 
with tools to do something about it. But first and foremost, we need to restore 
trust, and that requires bringing humanity back to business. Courageous 
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business leadership will be key. Courage, being from the French word Coeur, 
which means heart, bringing humanity back to business, as well as the brain. 
It also needs to be purpose-driven, putting the interest of others ahead of our 
own, knowing that by doing so, we're better off ourselves as well.  
 
Let me finally remind us that we are the lucky ones. We didn't have to deal 
with many of the challenges that others are facing. We got our education, our 
sanitation, and health, our food security, but we only belong to 5% of the 
world population. And if that is the case, we have to put ourselves to the 
service of the other 95%. Enjoy your session. Enjoy your discussions, and 
above all, thanks for what you're doing for humanity. Appreciate it! 
 
Paul Polman 
Co-founder Imagine & Former CEO Unilever 
	


