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Sustainability reporting and management: Notes from roundtable
Two Tomorrows and i2a Consulting were delighted to host 20 representatives of major UK and international firms at our sustainability reporting and management roundtable in London on Tuesday 13 October.
Key findings

· Reporting presents challenges to all companies whatever their level of reporting experience.

· Caution and protectiveness can hamper attempts at innovative sustainability communications and genuine engagement.

· Printed reports are still valid and popular alongside the palette of Web 2.0 options.

· Changing behaviour using reporting will happen through engagement, focus on material issues and a ‘stories-based’ approach.
· While many companies are becoming more responsible, few are yet positioned to exploit the potential competitive advantage.
· Management needs to be clear on the status of current leadership, organisation, culture, measurement, performance focus and information flow before change can be made.

· Codes of conduct used to effect change vary significantly in clarity, accessibility and quality. 

Web 2.0: The future of sustainability reporting?

Guest speaker Jo Confino of the Guardian newspaper took us through his organisation’s new approach to reporting. Launched earlier this year, the Guardian sustainability website features real-time reporting on performance (with real-time assurance by Two Tomorrows), as well as the use of social media to engage stakeholders in open and ongoing dialogue on key issues.

The need for bold change was acknowledged by participants who agreed that it is easy to get caught up in box-ticking and lose sight of the need for clear, candid and engaging communication on the issues that matter to stakeholders. 
Despite their largely warm welcome for innovative Web 2.0 approaches, participants were keen to retain their printed reports. They recognised that online engagement is something companies have to join rather than control – unfamiliar territory for many. 

Participants acknowledged that a move away from data-heavy reporting would suit employee stakeholders, although this could risk under-serving the investor audience. Interestingly, no mention was made of GRI indicators and application levels; instead, the focus was on material issues, engagement and responsiveness – the key principles behind all reporting frameworks.

Practically good?

Participants looked at practical models that can be used to review an organisation’s current position on i2a’s ‘Evolutionary Model of Good Business’. They considered their companies’ behaviours in six categories – Leadership, Organisation, Culture, Measurement, Performance Focus and Information Flow – and discussed the implications. 

The session prompted much debate. The importance of clearly understanding the current situation before any change can be made was a key conclusion. 
Focus moved to codes of conduct from a selection of companies in order to identify best practice. The codes were seen to vary significantly in clarity, accessibility and the quality of guidance. 

Identified good practices included:

· linking company values to its day-to-day work 

· covering the entire business geographically and operationally

· code of conduct being clear and accessible, with example scenarios 

· good whistle-blowing procedures.
Poorer practice included:

· no links between company values and code of conduct

· alienation of parts of the business 
· code of conduct being irrelevant or out of date

· uninspiring communication, inaccessible style, or language 

· failure to link to actual outcomes, for example the effect of whistle-blowing.
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