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The Board of  Boards CEO Conference in London was the second in a series  
of  three global leaders convenings held in 2010. The first event was held in 
New York in February and the third will be held in Abu Dhabi on November 11.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The conference was launched with an overview of  four 
potential scenarios for business in 2020 taken from CECP’s 
forthcoming thought leadership report titled Shaping the 
Future: Solving Social Problems through Business Strategy. Based 
on research and interviews led by McKinsey & Company, 
the scenarios ranged from an ideal of  “sustainable value 
creation” in which both business and society thrive, to the 
worrisome “vicious circle” in which public mistrust of   
business and a reactive stance from companies on social  
issues inhibit global progress.

With this context established, Andrew Witty and Peter 
Brabeck-Letmathe led their peers in an interactive  
conversation that included live audience polling moderated  
by BBC Radio 4 presenter Edward Stourton.

The conversation took forward several themes initiated  
at the February 2010 New York City conference. London  
attendees discussed the mechanics of  making collective  
action across sectors viable, how to steer investors toward  
a long-term mindset, and the important role of  the CEO  
as an ambassador for sustainability, both for the company 
and society.  

TAKEAWAYS

■  �Corporate leadership on social issues is appropriate when 
the company has a credible stake in the outcome. 

■  �Action on social issues cannot be appended to existing  
business strategy; rather, it must be considered  
simultaneously and interwoven into larger business goals.

■  �The tension between delivering returns to investors while 
‘doing the right thing’ for society dissipates when corporate 
CEOs spend their time on social issues tied directly to the 
bottom line. 

■  �Companies must educate investors regarding the firm’s 
long-range sustainability goals to minimize quarterly  
pressures that work against sustainable value creation. 

NEXT STEPS

■  �Maintain strict discipline, focusing the company’s social 
engagement predominately on issues with a connection  
to the larger mission of  the business.

■  �When collaborating, seek alliances with partners who can 
assist the company in either mitigating risk or seizing new 
opportunities.

■  �Consider publicizing commitments on aggressive social 
goals, creating a public-relations incentive that mobilizes 
action within the firm.

What role would you like corporate CEOs to play in addressing social problems important to their business?

FIGURE 1

2010 BOARD OF BOARDS CEO CONFERENCE
London, United Kingdom

Following a dinner at the House of Lords which included remarks by Philip Green, CEO of 
United Utilities Group PLC, the Committee Encouraging Corporate Philanthropy hosted its 
second global leaders conference of the year on the theme Solving Social Problems through 
Business Strategy. 

The closed-door event challenged an international cohort to consider the emerging concept 
of sustainable value creation, a business practice in which companies select and commit 
themselves to solving social issues that simultaneously support the firm in creating and 
maintaining a distinct competitive advantage.

With this Executive Report, CECP shares highlights from this important conversation, as well 
as the results of interactive audience poll questions. More information and footage from the 
2010 Board of Boards conference series can be found online at CorporatePhilanthropy.org.
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Opportunities
Eighty-one percent of  London  
attendees strongly agreed that  
companies are increasingly held 
responsible for the actions of  others 
in their value chains.

Increasing scarcity of  
natural resources.

Unpredictable policy landscape  
(nationally and/or internationally).

Further erosion of corporate  
reputation/trust.

Center of economic activity  
shifting away from the West.

Weak social service infrastructure 
(education, healthcare, etc.).

23%

23%

21%

18%

This pressure to take a holistic  
approach to corporate accountability 
was viewed as an opportunity to  
create and enforce pro-social codes of  
conduct across suppliers and vendors. 

Over the next 10 years, which one of the following is most likely to keep a  
corporate CEO awake at night?

FIGURE 2

KEY FINDINGS

What Does it Mean?
Rather than blame the pressure 
to deliver quarterly returns or an 
inability to commit to long-range 
problem solving, the poll results in 
Figure 3 show the complexity of  
social issues, a lack of  organizational 
structure, and difficulty in collaborat-
ing effectively as the greatest barriers 
to action cited by attendees. Frequent 
turnover among government  
administrations was added to the  
list of  hurdles.

Further discussion uncovered the 
obstacle of  a longstanding “trust 
deficit” toward companies. While 
attendees noted that in some areas 
stakeholder opinion toward business 
had warmed, attendees perceived an 
overall lack of  faith in business from 
external stakeholders.

“If  you can’t get alignment on values with potential partners, you have  
to be prepared to walk away from otherwise attractive opportunities.”   
							       – Andrew Witty

Opportunities
Given the substantial resources 
required to create organizational 
structures and partnerships, attendees 
cited a need to select social issues 
directly linked to creating a competi-
tive advantage. 

What Does it Mean?
Unlike the 51% of  attendees at the 
February 2010 New York Board of  
Boards conference, who cited an 
unpredictable policy landscape as  
the trend in the next decade that is 
cause for greatest concern, attendees 
at the London meeting were evenly 
divided in their response, as shown  
in Figure 2. 

Subsequent discussion highlighted 
the interconnectedness among 
oncoming challenges. For example, 
scarcity of  an important natural 
resource (such as water) would likely 
trigger social unrest, declining trust in 
business, and increasingly restrictive 
government regulation. 

Doing so enables CEOs to blend  
action on social issues into their  
overall advocacy for the business  
objectives of  the company, supporting 
a sustainable value creation approach.

Thinking Ahead to Oncoming Obstacles

Overcoming Barriers to Action

15%

Companies have difficulty collaborating  
and/or aligning with stakeholders.

	 Companies lack the organizational  
structure/capacity to engage effectively.

	 Overwhelming complexity  
of social problems. 

	 Companies cannot commit to an issue  
long enough to have a meaningful impact.

Shareholder pressure prevents  
companies from getting too involved.

31%

31%

25%

7%

What is the biggest barrier that companies face today in preparing to address 
oncoming social problems that are important to business?

FIGURE 3

6%



What Does it Mean?
Discussing the need to create partner-
ships to tackle social issues, attendees 
noted the different “rhythms and 
agendas” of  partners from other  
sectors, which improve results but  
add significant complexity. 

When asked which group was most 
important to collaborate with, “gov-
ernments” and “companies within the 
same industry/supply chain” were the 
top answers, as shown in Figure 4.

Government partnerships were viewed 
as a form of  risk-mitigation centered 
on designing mutually-agreeable regu-
lation. Working with similar companies 
was seen as an opportunity to develop 
new products and technologies and to 
bring solutions to scale.

Opportunities
There was wide agreement that  
collaboration is difficult, and that 
some attrition of  partners can be 
expected as projects evolve over time. 

Attendees cited the need for both 
funding and project management, 
advised seeking natural alliances,  
and discussed the need for patience 
and a long-range perspective.

When relevant, companies should be 
prepared to be the first to take action, 
providing an important “proof  of  
concept” on solutions that inspire 
others to take part.

Who is it most important for a company 
to collaborate with in solving social 
problems important to its business?

FIGURE 4

Companies 
within the same
industry/supply 

chain
40%

Companies outside  
the same  

industry/supply chain
4%

Governments
30%

Nonprofits
13%

What Does it Mean?
From the opening moments of  the 
meeting, attendees were aligned on 
the need to embed social engagement 
strategy into corporate strategy and 
organizational structures. This agree-
ment is reflected in the poll results 
shown in Figure 5. The themes of  col-
laboration and measurement surfaced 
in the attitude of  attendees as well.

The conversation then focused on 
the need to arrive at absolute clarity 
regarding the projects on which the 
company could expect to be successful. 
Maintaining a disciplined focus  
on social issues that directly affect  
the business was seen as essential.
 

Opportunities
One attendee shared his company’s 
policy of  declaring aggressive, highly-
publicized goals on social targets, with 
the full expectation that the media 
would hold the firm accountable. 

This practice simultaneously  
assures transparency and provides  
an incentive to achieve tough business 
and social goals. 

“Companies should take a leadership role on issues where they can  
create shared value, value for both the shareholder and society at large.” 
						      – Peter Brabeck-Letmathe

Taking Steps to Prepare for 2020

Investing in Partnerships

Others  
(private foundations, 
universities, etc.)	

13%

Multilateral  
institutions  

(World Bank, UN,
WHO, etc.)

0%

Which one of the following actions could a corporate CEO initiate today to best prepare 
his/her company to address the social problems that will affect the business in 2020?

FIGURE 5

Embed social engagement into their  
strategy and organizational structure.

	 Commit to long-term collaborative  
partnerships with other stakeholders.

Promote measurement standards to quantify the  
business and social impact of their engagement.

Improve feedback loops on social engagement
with consumers, suppliers and others.

Help shape voluntary social engagement 
standards for corporations.

56%

22%

19%

3%

0%

KEY FINDINGS


