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CEOs from the largest 
US corporations redefine 
sustainability purpose to 
benefit all Americans. 



In case you missed it
The Business Roundtable, an association of CEOs  
representing the largest US corporations, issued a  
statement that redefined ‘a corporation’s ‘purpose’  
as more than simply profit generation and its   
accountabilities encompassing of ‘all stakeholders’ and 
not just shareowners’. The Wall Street Journal was quick  
to assail the announcement as pandering and issued  
a hearty defense of Milton Friedman. Meanwhile  
B Corporation members responded in the form of a  
full-page advertisement in The New York Times urging 
more tangible actions to demonstrate commitment.  
For long-time champions of sustainable business  
practices, this ‘new’ definition of purpose aligns with  
how they are already being implemented in real life.

 

What’s Going On? 
Sustainability issues are part of the mainstream lexicon, 
particularly the impacts of climate change, with human 
and labor rights and other environmental, social and 
governance issues also predominating. 

As awareness and understanding of these issues grows, 
so too does scrutiny of the private sector’s impacts, and 
its role regarding solutions to these issues. Expectations 
are becoming more pointed and specific; and conveyed 
through a variety of means including ‘traditional’ citizen 
advocacy, vote-with-your-money divestment initiatives 
and consumer boycotts, and novel developments such 
as the emergence of young, highly influential global 
activists and employee-backed shareholder resolutions and 
protests. Add to this the growing proliferation of industry 
and issue standards both voluntary and mandatory, 
and the outsized influence of environmental, social 
and governance (ESG) investors. 

While corporate sustainability programs have flourished 
in response to these expectations, there continues 
to be a worrying nearly constant stream of corporate 
bad actors and mea culpas that indicates a yawning 
discrepancy – and  in some cases outright contradictions 
– between commitments to ethical business practices 
including sustainability, and actual behaviors and 
performance. It’s no wonder producers of the 2003 
documentary ‘The Corporation’ are planning a sequel.

Against this backdrop and with trust in the private sector 
in short supply compared to others, it’s understandable 
why the Business Roundtable would want to signal a 
reassurance that its members embrace ‘triple bottom line’ 
thinking while gently nudging any recalcitrant peers towards 
a more ‘enlightened’ definition of corporate purpose.   

Given the large global companies may be hogging  
the limelight, it would be wrong to assume that the 
sustainability narrative excludes smaller-to-medium 
sized companies – or governments and the non-profit 
sector for that matter. It is true that larger companies 
have invited the lion’s share of scrutiny from issue 
advocates, regulators, investors, customers, and 
employees, but that lens is perhaps warranted by 
their sheer scale of operations, the potential size and 
impact of their social and environmental ‘footprints,’ and 
their sphere of influence with stakeholders, including 
small-to-medium sized enterprise supply chain partners. 

At the same time, many of the most widely adopted 
and implemented sustainability initiatives, standards 
and guidelines – from the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) to the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) – 
are applicable to every actor in the economy. Moreover, 
while large companies have certainly implemented 
sustainability practices at scale, many of the practices 
routinely implemented across the private sector 
today were innovations that smaller-to-medium sized 
companies pioneered and championed. Meanwhile, 
organizations including Net Impact and B Corporation 
help underscore many entrepreneurs and businesses 
to have a clear ‘purpose’ from the beginning. 

Translating purpose into plans, actions and accountabilities. 
Last week’s Business Roundtable announcement may have appeared milquetoast, however, 
it spawned reactions that ricocheted across the Internet and continued for more than a week. 
What made this news resonate? While perhaps not the ‘radical step change’ that issue advocates 
might have hoped for, the announcement was nonetheless a welcome dot point underlining  
the groundswell of interest in sustainability and more sustainable business practices.
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SMEs and ESG 
As mentioned earlier, environmental, social and  
governance (ESG) investing has become a widely  
endorsed practice across the financial services sector.  
For example, the UN-backed Principles for Responsible  
Investment (PRI) grew from $6.5 trillion to $81.7 in 
assets under management between 2006 and 2018. 

While Blackrock is perhaps amongst the most renowned 
in this space (thanks to its annual CEO letter to portfolio 
companies) lenders of all shapes and sizes – banks, 
private equity partners and others – are using ESG 
criteria to help insulate themselves against risks to 
their money and reputations while leveraging potential 
upsides. What this means to almost anyone in business 
who isn’t self-funded and is required to borrow capital 
is: you can expect to be asked a very broad and detailed 
set of questions regarding your company’s sustainability 
performance, and to demonstrate tangible proof as 
part of the loan or investment conditions.  

As a result, companies across industries and asset 
classes who may not yet have formally commenced 
their sustainability journeys are finding additional 
motivation to get started in order to maintain or access 
the monies required to continue to operate and grow 
their businesses.  

Making Complex Easy
Founded in 1970, RPS is a leading global professional 
services company. We define, design and manage  
projects that create shared value to a complex, urbanizing 
and resource-scarce world.

RPS can help your company to implement a  
sustainability strategy that is fit-for-purpose for the 
size and scale or your business and the challenges 
and opportunities relevant to operating in your sector. 
We review the risks and opportunities that could have 
direct financial, operational, and reputational impacts 
on your company and to implement the management 
systems, policies and practices necessary to manage  
or mitigate these risks effectively while capitalizing  
on opportunities.

We have the expertise and experience to assist clients 
in integrating sustainability in ways that make the most 
sense for ensuring operational efficiency and social 
license today, while positioning your company to be 
better prepared for the sustainability challenges and 
opportunities of tomorrow. 

1. Conduct a self-assessment: 
Identify and understand your company’s baseline set of issues 
and starting point.    

Identify and understand your company’s footprint and impacts.

2. Conduct a materiality assessment:
Identify and asses the key issues relevant to the company and  
its stakeholders and how they are they likely to evolve over time. 

a.  Identify material issues and prioritize according to what’s within 
the company’s span of control to address directly versus what’s 
within its sphere of influence to address indirectly and how 
these may evolve over time.  

  Scenario planning can be a helpful tool for helping to ensure your 
company focuses on the issues relevant to its current operating 
realities while not losing sight of the need to plan for potential 
future challenges. 

3. Define your objectives   
Define success against your material impacts: 

Definition of success should work for your company and be  
applicable and relevant to all functions. 

a.  It should have support of your employees, investors, customers 
and others

b.  It should be an opportunity to influence or lead others in your industry
•   Develop SMART metrics: specific, measurable,  

achievable, resilient and time based. 

4. Develop your strategy
Start small: you didn’t build your business overnight,  
so don’t build out a bureaucracy:

a.  Be realistic regarding what can be achieved given  
competing priorities

b. Fit for purpose? 

c.  Supports and enables the business. by being clearly  
linked to objectives

Rewards positive behaviors, performance and change.

5. Validate with stakeholders
Make sure this aligns with their expectations of your company.

Mapping your company’s sustainability journey
PLAN. DO. CHECK. ACT.
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