
Responsible Business Forum
The Economics of Mutuality

Report



RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM: THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY2

Business and finance are undergoing profound change. As the size and 
influence of multinational corporations have grown to a level that rivals 

national states, the importance of business for our prosperity, survival, and 
wellbeing has never been more evident. Yet over the past ten years it has 

become increasingly clear that traditional economic models based on financial 
capitalism are no longer fit for purpose. 

We need a new model for business in the 21st century. And I’m proud to 
say that at Saïd Business School we have been working on this problem, in 

partnership with a variety of thoughtful organisations, for the past few years. 
We’re putting our money, our time, and our energies where our mouth is.

This fantastic two-day event, the Responsible Business Forum: The Economics 
of Mutuality, accompanies the research programme conducted by Oxford Saïd 

and Mars on mutuality in business. There’s another research programme on 
purpose with EY, and we are involved with a number of activities with the 

Skoll Centre, including the Skoll World Forum and the Impact  
Careers Conference. 

The third Responsible Business Forum, like its predecessors, was thought-
provoking, entertaining, and inspiring in equal measure. This report is 

intended to highlight some of the important ideas introduced during the 
formal presentations, as well as the major themes that emerged during the 

discussions. I hope this spurs further thoughts, insights and actions for 
students, academics and business practitioners as we all work together on the 

important task of determining the role of the corporation in the  
modern world.

Professor Peter Tufano 
Peter Moores Dean, Saïd Business School,  

University of Oxford
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Introduction
The Economics of Mutuality

As the size and influence of multinational corporations have 
grown to levels that today rival nation states, the importance 
of business for our prosperity, wellbeing – and for our very 
survival – has never been more evident. And despite the 
2008 crisis that shook the pillars of business and society; 
despite hundreds of books, publications, conferences, and 
global initiatives on the topic of sustainability and corporate 
social responsibility; despite all this, we still live in a world 
where people and the planet are in the service of business. 
Business, in turn, is in the service of finance, and finance is 
primarily in the service of itself. 

This model is neither sustainable nor fair, and the level of 
trust in business and in business leaders has reached a 
dramatic low point. We need a profound transformation in 
the way that business operates. This is both a duty and an 
opportunity for the business leaders of today and tomorrow.  

It was against this backdrop that the third annual Responsible 
Business Forum: The Economics of Mutuality took place on 
18 and 19 May 2018 at Saïd Business School, University of 
Oxford. Over 500 attended, including senior executives from 
businesses, foundations and NGOs, academics, investors, 
government policymakers, and MBA students. 

Organised jointly by Oxford Saïd and Mars Catalyst, the think-
tank of Mars, Incorporated, as part of their multi-year joint 
research programme, this year’s Forum built on the success 
of the previous two annual events and on more than a 
decade of in-depth research and practical business application 
to introduce The Economics of Mutuality, a breakthrough 
management innovation that proposes a more complete 
and more mutual model of value creation. Based on new 
performance metrics, new management practices and new 
modes of profit construction, The Economics of Mutuality 
aims to restore the positive role of business and finance in 

society, to rebuild trust in business and finance and to create 
opportunities for businesses to grow faster, more profitably 
and responsibly.  

Key themes emerging from this year’s Forum included the 
realisation that business leaders are ill-equipped to handle the 
new complexities, size and influence their businesses confer 
on them, and the inadequacy of the management sciences 
field at present to support the fast-evolving nature of the 
challenges that modern businesses face. More specifically, 
through a series of keynote speeches, case studies and 
master classes that enabled delegates to delve into various 
aspects of The Economics of Mutuality approach, the Forum 
explored recent advances in measuring and managing 
business performance beyond financial capital alone. These 
included innovative management accounting practices based 
on the concept of ‘mutual profit’ that embrace different 
forms of capital – financial and non-financial. The Forum 
also investigated new forms of governance and education, 
highlighting the responsibility of business leaders to 
reposition the corporation positively, in ways that reflect the 
changing needs of society and the planet, thereby restoring 
trust in the institution. 

During the Forum, the concept of mutuality was introduced 
as ‘an invitation to join a network of reciprocal relationships 
in an ecosystem,’ and The Economics of Mutuality was 
presented as a management innovation proposing a 
‘Copernican’ type revolution, whereby the firm and 
maximising profit are at the periphery of a broader ecosystem 
of stakeholders rather than at the centre. In such a business 
model, Purpose is meant to be at the centre and to be the 
central driving force for the firm to ‘develop solutions to the 
problems of people and planet, profitably and at scale’. And, 
once the firm commits to its purpose, it also commits to 
those contributing to that purpose, giving rise to a reciprocal 

Executive summary
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relationship of trust. In that mutually beneficial (reciprocal) 
process business will generate growth and profit (potentially 
even more than traditional models that focus on maximising 
profit alone) but profit itself is not the purpose of business. 

To achieve this Copernican-like revolution, giving rise to more 
complete and higher levels of performance, a number of 
practical steps must be fulfilled that were explored in depth 
by the speakers and delegates. 

Specifically, the firm must map the ecosystem in which it 
operates, identify the most critical and relevant external 
pain-points it should internalise (a strategic decision), 
and acknowledge that the firm is not at the centre 
of the ecosystem, but rather is a stakeholder among 
other stakeholders in service of a greater purpose. This 
methodology in The Economics of Mutuality is called 
Ecosystem Mapping and Shaping.   

The firm must also shift from conventional notions of profit 
and management accounting practices to the notion of 
mutual profit that includes non-financial as well as financial 
value. This approach is based on the understanding that the 
firm not only creates and / or depletes financial capital but 
is also involved in creating and / or depleting human capital, 
natural capital, and social capital, all of which have value 
and contribute to the overall value creation of the firm. The 
value of these non-financial forms of capital is essentially 
squandered by the firm today because it is not measured, 
meaning it is not managed intentionally. 

This new mutual profit approach is made possible by two 
breakthrough insights that The Economics of Mutuality 
initiative has uncovered. The first is that a small number 
of simple, stable and actionable non-monetised metrics 
can account for different types of capital – based on the 
principle of respecting the nature of each capital, rather than 
attempting to convert them all (inaccurately) to a simple 
dollar equivalent, which would overvalue one form of capital 
(financial) artificially vis-à-vis the others. The second is that 
non-financial capitals are positively correlated with financial 
capital, meaning that when a firm intentionally invests in the 
social, human and natural capital of the ecosystem in which 
it operates, its financial performance (in terms of growth 
and profits) is higher than if it just focuses on financial profit 
maximisation in the short term. These findings are supported 
by the outcome of a number of Economics of Mutuality 
business pilots discussed at the Forum.

Finally, the impact of new performance metrics, more 
mutual management practices, and the change of focus from 
profit to purpose was discussed in terms of implications for 
corporate governance and ownership. For The Economics of 
Mutuality to deliver its full potential in business, continuous 
reinvestment by the firm in the social, human and natural 
capital of its ecosystem is needed, as well as greater 
attention to value-creation for stakeholders rather than just 
for shareholders. These factors all need to be prioritised 
differently to reflect the value each contributes to attaining 
the purpose of the firm. 

This transformation at the core of business will require 
reforming the underlying frameworks and assumptions that 
influence and structure how we do business today. There are 
today some notable purpose-driven leaders in high-profile 
companies, and some truly aspirational corporate social 
responsibility initiatives. However, there is a need to ensure 
that mutuality and responsibility in business are embedded 
at all levels within the firm (and not only at the top or at the 
periphery) – through alignment between the firm’s purpose 
and the higher purpose of the ecosystem in which the 
firm operates; the enactment of new performance metrics 
accounting for the value creation and depletion that the firm 
is responsible for; and, ultimately, the alignment between the 
firm’s purpose and its management accounts.  

This transformation will be achieved through different means 
starting with business and management education and 
influencing the behaviour of next-generation MBA students 
as they move into the workplace. MBA students participating 
in the Forum highlighted this need to adjust the curriculum of 
business schools. One MBA participant ended her inspiring 
talk with an impassioned plea for action that captured the 
imagination of many at the Forum by asking, “If not now, 
when? If not us, who?”.  This can be achieved in part in Higher 
Education through a greater focus on critical thinking and 
creativity – challenging rather than just accepting the idea that 
the current dominant model of financial capitalism is the only 
way or the better way. Another option discussed at the Forum 
was how the trend in business education of establishing 
separate technological institutions could be reversed, with 
increased focus instead on interdisciplinary learning and 
thinking, in particular, by exploring humanities and the arts. As 
mutuality itself is built on the idea of reciprocal relationships 
that build trust, the way ahead may also be through increased 
engagement with and learning from others, at both an 
individual and organisational level. 

This transformation will be fully materialised when 
businesses experience on a large scale the superiority of 
mutuality-based business models in delivering business 
performance (even in the short term) – thus demonstrating 
practically that the current financial capitalism approach, 
while valid for a period of time, has today become inefficient, 
depriving business of profitable growth opportunities and of 
the incentives to become more responsible actors in society.  

This transformation will finally be fully embedded in society 
when policy-makers evolve the law with regards to the status 
of the firm in order to reflect the new responsibility that 
business size and global influence confer on corporations in 
today’s world.  

This transformation cannot be something done by business 
to the world, but with business in the world. It is both a duty 
and an opportunity for business leaders, education and policy-
makers.  
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An annual poll by market researchers 
Ipsos MORI asks 1000 people in the 
UK how much they trust people in a 
range of professions to tell the truth. 
Revealing the 2017 figures to the 
Forum, Colin Mayer observed that 
business leaders were languishing at 
the bottom, only just ahead of estate 
agents and politicians. This was not 
even a result of the financial crisis: 
their position had hardly changed for 
the past 35 years, and today even 
bankers were ranked higher. ‘Mistrust 
in business is profound, pervasive, and 
persistent,’ he said.

At the heart of the mistrust, he said, 
is the ‘Friedman doctrine’, based on 
the economist Milton Friedman’s 
statement in 1970 that ‘the social 
responsibility of business is to increase 
its profits.’ It may be a proposition 
regularly rejected by MBA classes, but 
it still ‘holds much sway today’.

The effect of the Friedman doctrine is 
to place profit and financial capital at 
the heart of the corporation. Everything 
else – including consumers, employees, 
suppliers, and society – revolves 
around them and is subservient 
to them, leading the corporation 
to become ‘self-centred and self-
enriching’.

But, said Mayer, this is not as enriching 
as alternative views that put other 
things at the heart of the corporation, 
such as its intrinsic purpose. This 
creates a mutual benefit, both for the 
parties to the firm and to the firm 
itself in terms of promoting corporate 
success and greater profit. 

The Economics of Mutuality is not 
about philanthropy, charity, CSR, 
or impact investing, he stressed. 
Mutuality enables business to improve 
its performance and profitability by 
putting people and planet first. He 
called upon participants in the Forum 
to evaluate the model during two days 
of discussion, debate, and mutual 
learning. 

‘Mistrust in business 
is profound, pervasive, 
and persistent.’

Restoring trust
Colin Mayer

Peter Moores Professor of Management Studies,  
Saïd Business School, University of Oxford 
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At Mars, the conversation that led 
to the concept of the Economics 
of Mutuality began with a question 
from a shareholder: ‘What is the right 
level of profit?’. This, as Bruno Roche 
explained, was remarkable on several 
counts. The question was asked just 
before the financial crisis ‘shook the 
pillars of the economy’; it came from 
the shareholder of a multinational 
corporation; and it was asked at a time 
when nobody would think to question 
the strength of financial capitalism. 

It prompted two important 
breakthroughs in thinking, he said. 
The first was that we now live in a 
world with abundant financial capital 
but with scarce social, human, and 
natural capital. ‘Yet economics – whose 
purpose is to manage scarcities – did 
not know how to address these new 
scarcities’. Secondly, they realised 
that power had shifted to business, 
especially multinational corporations. 
But neither the business model nor 
business education had changed. There 
was ‘still the old profit motive and 
shareholder primacy’.

Leaders were ill-equipped to handle 
the new responsibility that the size 
and complexity of business had 
made necessary. And they were also 
ill-equipped to handle the scarcities in 
their organisations at a practical level. 
The business model has to change, and 
multinational companies have a role to 
play in the change: ‘They can either be 

the driver of it or they will be the victim 
of it,’ said Roche. 

He described mutuality as ‘a very 
modern principle’. It is not just 
‘sharing, giving or giving back’, but ‘an 
invitation to join a network of reciprocal 
relationships in an ecosystem’. 

The Economics of Mutuality is based 
on three principles.

1. In business, you only manage what 
you measure. It is important to 
develop different metrics to account 
for the different forms of capital.

2. Management practices underpin 
performance, so new practices are 
needed to affect the new capitals 
that we need today.

3. If you want to transform your 
business, you have to transform the 
way you manage your management 
accounts and bring the different 
capitals on to one balance sheet

‘We are the first generation of business 
leaders who will not be able to say that 
we didn’t know,’ warned Roche, and 
so we have a responsibility to ‘look 
beyond the margins of the business’ 
and use the practices of mutuality to 
transform business for people, for the 
planet, and for profit.

‘We are the first 
generation of business 
leaders who will not 
be able to say that we 
didn’t know.’

Bruno Roche

Chief Economist, Mars, Incorporated, and  
Mars Catalyst Managing Director

Changing the  
business model
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Positioning himself as ‘a simple man’ 
and ‘a business leader in search of 
solutions and answers because my 
business world is being reset,’ Jean-
Christophe Flatin quizzed Bruno Roche 
about how he could make the new 
health and nutrition business he was 
creating ‘Economics of Mutuality-native 
from day one’.

Flatin described how he heard ‘a 
profound need for change’ from every 
constituency. ‘I go to my customers 
and I hear a deep request for us to 
take responsibility for the entire supply 
chain for our products,’ he said. He 
heard from consumers that ‘value for 
money is important, but the values for 
money are much more important’. And 
he heard so much about putting values 
into practice from the young people he 
was recruiting that he felt that, ‘I am 
the one being interviewed’.

He said he wanted ‘simple, stable, and 
actionable metrics’ that would help him 
understand the roles of all the capitals 
involved in the business. 

Roche reassured him that getting 
to use new metrics would be like 
exercising a new muscle: painful at the 
beginning, but eventually getting easier 
to the point that you don’t even have 
to think about it. The P&L would still 
be at the centre of the company, and 
there would just be one bottom line 

– ‘We don’t want a triple bottom line 
or a quadruple bottom line … we just 
want one bottom line that brings all the 
capitals into one.’

Most importantly, Roche said, Flatin 
would need to ‘respect the nature of 
each capital’: there is no point in trying 
to reduce social, human, or natural 
capital to a simple dollar equivalent. 
Instead, he should think in terms of 
replacing depleted natural capital with 
new natural capital, replacing depleted 
human capital with new human capital, 
and so on. So, for example, rather than 
‘putting a price on pollution’, businesses 
should clean up the water or air they 
have polluted. The financial cost of this 
intervention then becomes absorbed 
into the financial bottom line.  

Flatin described how he was learning 
a new vocabulary, and realised that 
he should also think beyond the 
company to ‘acquire, build, and recruit 
capabilities,’ in different ways.

‘We used to say, we want to build: now 
we could say, what if we could share? 
We used to say we want to acquire: 
now we could say, what if we could 
leverage someone else’s asset in a 
different manner? And we used to say, 
we are missing a capability, let us start 
on a massive recruitment plan: what if 
we could partner to do that?’

This way of ‘expanding our line of sight 
much beyond the walls of the company’ 
would lead to a more open way of 
sharing resources and capabilities. It is 
a new and potentially uncomfortable 
shift, Flatin acknowledged, but 
necessary: ‘We need to transform, 
become the courageous architects of 
the future’. 

‘We need to transform, become the courageous 
architects of the future’

Bruno Roche

Chief Economist, Mars, Incorporated, and Mars Catalyst Managing Director

Jean-Christophe Flatin

Global President, Mars Edge, Mars, Incorporated

But how does it work 
in practice?
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If not you, who?  
If not now, then when?

Barati Mahloele

MBA student

After I joined Unilever as part of the management training 
programme, I spent three years in Finance in South Africa 
being taught to maximise profitability. It was clear that quality 
mattered – but profitability mattered more. A typical response 
to a rise in the price of cocoa, for example, was, ‘How do 
we innovate a way to pass that on to the consumer?’ 

When I moved to a new job in Australia the theme 
was similar. True, there was a new CEO, and we heard 
rumours that he had a ‘sustainability’ view … but to 
be quite frank, nothing changed at that point.

Just under a year later, I went back to South Africa. Now 
there was a change. The view of the new CEO had started 
to filter down into the operating companies, and for the 
first time ever I actually had sustainability as one of my 
performance targets. The responsibility I had always felt to 
the consumer and the community we operated in was no 
longer just about my heart … it was going to touch my pocket 
and my bonus – and so I started to really pay attention.
My targets were to do with the sunflower oil needed to 
produce margarine. I worked with the procurement team 
on sustainably sourcing sunflower oil from local farmers 
in South Africa. The impact is that they have been able 
to increase their capacity because of the contract and 
supply agreement they had with Unilever. This also meant 
that they were able to upskill and provide quality jobs. 

Once we were sourcing locally and increasing local capacity, 
Unilever no longer had to bring in excess capacity from 
overseas. Because we were working closely with local 
suppliers, the factory could plan better. And that trickled 
down to the bottom line. It made business sense.

A couple of years later, I moved to Kenya. Now sustainability 
was no longer a side job. It was part of my core targets 
and it went across the entire business. Sustainability 
was integrated into our targets. We partnered with 
local suppliers, working with local banks and suppliers, 
to ensure access to capital that they hadn’t previously 
had. They increased capacity, we all made more money, 
and through this relationship with suppliers Unilever 
had something that the competitors did not have. 

I learnt that the Economics of Mutuality is possible and 
that it makes business sense. Having a greater sense 
of purpose is mutually beneficial to the business and 
the community. I also learnt that it’s all very well to be a 
sustainability champion by yourself, as Paul Polman was 
when he came into the business. But it was only once it 
became a movement that we saw real change. A social 
and leadership movement is what will really change the 
dial in terms of prevailing mindsets. So how do we achieve 
that? If not you, who? And if not now, then when?

9WWW.SBS.OXFORD.EDU
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What strikes me most about these 
exciting ideas is the difficulty of 
translating them into tangible changes. 
What can my fellow MBA students and 
I do in our next roles? This question is 
particularly pertinent for those of us 
who won’t instantly become a CEO but 
maybe an analyst or a project leader. 
What does it mean to bring responsible 
business and mutuality to life in roles 
like these? 

My previous life has given me some 
ideas about what not to do and where 
the difficulties lie. My first lesson from 
experience is that the higher up you 
are, the worse your view. 

As a young consultant working on big 
organisational turnaround, I once spent 
a long time trying to explain to my family 
exactly what my role entailed. I talked 
about the project and what we had 
achieved with great enthusiasm, until 
my mother took me to one side and 
said, ‘just remember, some people lost 
their jobs as a result of your turnaround’. 

It is easy to focus only on what is 
in front of you. But it is important 
to remember that the whole 
ecosystem matters. Your actions 
have material effects on others. And 
the further away you are from the 
endpoint the harder it is to realise 
what the impact you’re having.

So when I start my next job, my 
commitment is to structure time that I 
can physically spend in different parts of 
the ecosystem that I will be working in. 
If the role doesn’t include that in the job 
description I will argue for it upfront.

I will also beware of tying myself to a 
single goal. When I was working for 
women’s not-for-profit I thought I was 
being very clever by asking, ‘what’s 
the one thing you care about most?’ It 
would have suited a business, because 
businesses seek simplicity. But for this 
organisation it was a really dangerous 
place to begin. I almost destroyed and 
drove away the very volunteers that 
gave the organisation its soul. In my 
next role, I plan to start by asking ‘what 
is your mix of goals, and what balance 
across those goals do you hope to 
achieve?’

Even when you believe in what you are 
doing, in practice it is tempting to bend on 
some principles, especially when people 
around you are doing the same thing. 
That is why it is so important to get your 
incentives right, as they drive belief. So 
in my next job I will ask how am I to be 
measured. I will think about how I want 
to be incentivised. And I will make sure I 
have people around me who will hold up 
the mirror to what I am doing. 

Eleanor Brown

MBA student

Your actions have material 
effects on others

10 RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM: THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY
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• The traditional view of business that puts profit 
at the centre – even if it’s long-term and part of 
an enlightened shareholder approach – still lacks 
authenticity. 

• Instead we should think of purpose as the central 
driving force, in terms of the role of business in 
promoting our interests as consumers, customers and 
societies.

• The purpose of business is to produce goods 
and services that benefit us as customers and 
communities. And in the process of doing that, 
businesses produce profits. But profits are not per se 
the purpose of business. 

• An organisation that promotes commitment to 
a common purpose commits to those people 
contributing to that purpose. And in return they 
commit to the creation of the purpose and that gives 
rise to a reciprocal relationship of trust. 

• This relationship is mutually beneficial – it creates 
more loyal customers, more engaged employees, 
more reliable suppliers, more connected investors 
and lower cost of capital. And that drives more 
successful business.

Insights
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Transforming 
performance for people, 
planet, and profit
The duty and opportunity to restore trust 
in corporations and the financial sector

SECTION 2

Business has often failed to deliver sufficient benefits for 
society and the environment, and business accounting 
continues to focus primarily on financial metrics and short-
term performance.

To what extent can the Economics of Mutuality help 
corporations regain stakeholders’ trust? What are the 
obstacles to its full enactment, especially in the financial 
sector?

12 RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM: THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY
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Masterclasses
How do we move from a conventional model of the firm that puts profit at its 
centre to one that recognises the intrinsic purposes of firms? The Economics of 
Mutuality is not about charity or philanthropy, but about the success and profitability 
of business. The Forum had previously discussed the idea that incentives determine 
beliefs – measurement of profit is therefore central to shifting the prevailing view of 
the company. We all know what we mean by profit – it is revenue minus operating 
costs minus the capital cost of a business (where the capital costs include 
servicing and depreciation of the capital). Mutual profit, however, should be thought 
of as revenue minus operating costs minus material capital depreciation minus 
human, natural, and social capital depreciation. But is the accounting profession 
trapped still in the accounting rules of the past? Measuring long-term value is 
becoming increasingly important, not just to companies and civil society, but also 
to the investor community. There are potential problems about agency and conflict 
of interest, but there is an understanding that this is important in order to stay 
relevant. 

The Masterclass introduced some interesting and challenging questions about how 
‘the system’ can be changed – that is, the underlying frameworks and assumptions 
that influence and structure how we do business today. How can we change the 
‘algorithms’ of management education, the software that frames teaching and 
research, and also the practice of students as they move into a variety of jobs? 
We need to move from teaching simple causalities to exploring complexity; from 
benchmarking and best practices to critical thinking and creativity; and from self-
interest to the common good. Can we reframe Maslow’s hierarchy of needs so 
that the top of the pyramid is now ‘contribution to the collective’? Can we define 
‘development’ as more than an increase in GDP – can we measure it through more 
complex and multidimensional tools? Can education affect pro-social behaviour? 
Should we be bringing back humanities and the arts, opening the black box of main 
economic theories and putting mutuality inside? 

Mutual profit vs. financial profit

Host:  
Zafeer Nagdee, MBA student

Speakers:  
Professor Colin Mayer; Jacek 
Szarzynski, Global CFO Mars Petcare; 
Barend Van Bergen, Partner, Ernst and 
Young LLP

Re-examining economic models 
through a mutuality lens

Host:  
Sudhir Rama Murthy, Research Fellow, 
Saïd Business School, University of 
Oxford

Speakers:  
Bertrand Badré, Founder and CEO, Blue 
Like an Orange Sustainable Capital; 
Marie-Laure Djelic, Dean, School of 
Management and Innovation, Sciences 
Po Paris

Rising inequality seems now to be widely accepted as a problem. The World 
Inequality Report states that ‘economic inequality is largely driven by unequal 
ownership of capital.’ If business shares its economic spoils in proportion to the 
ownership of capital we have hardwired it to grow inequality. Problems arise from 
the structure, focus, and purpose of business. These are influenced by ownership, 
stakeholder governance, allocation of earnings, and model and mission. The 
masterclass discussed the need to move from fragmented shareholder ownership 
to something more cooperative, with democratic multi-stakeholder governance. 
Re-investment in the business, people and supply chain and profit-sharing with 
stakeholders should be prioritised above returning profit to capital providers. 
Mission is embedded in the business’s legal form and reflected in its values. But 
who else has an impact? Company law, tax law, accounting law, financial reporting, 
proxy advisors, remuneration of management and directors, and the exercising 
of voting rights by institutional investors are all part of the problem. Is our legal 
framework equipped to embrace a new business model based on mutuality?

Promoting mutuality in business: 
an ownership and governance 
perspective

Host:  
Yuri Kim, MBA student

Speakers:  
Daniel Hurstel, Partner, Willkie Farr 
and Gallagher LLP; Erinch Sahan, Chief 
Executive, World Fair Trade Organization
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This masterclass started by discussing what made a ‘good’ purpose for an 
organisation, agreeing that it needed to be on a large scale (‘reversing diabetes’, for 
example), socially meaningful, specific enough to be measured, clear enough to be 
shared, and, crucially, independent of existing solutions. Any purpose that is framed 
along the lines of ‘with our assets we are going to …’ has been developed from the 
inside-out and is too firm-centric to achieve real social impact. So, a good purpose 
is not firm-centric, it requires companies and the people within them to adopt an 
‘ecosystem view’, and to engage with and orchestrate other stakeholders within 
the ecosystem. This process of ecosystem orchestration requires new capabilities: 
outside-in thinking, understanding indirect value creation, and being able to create 
and manage unconventional partnerships.

Natural capital should be regarded as fundamental because it provides the 
resources on which all other capitals are based. Dependency on natural capital 
provides costs and benefits for both business and society. Critics object to the idea 
of pricing natural resources, but in fact there have been markets for commodities 
for thousands of years, and they work pretty well. It’s where we haven’t priced 
natural resources (biodiversity, for example) that we are in danger of destroying 
the planet. Natural capital needs to be priced and incorporated into accounts 
– organisational accounts but also country accounts. This needs to go beyond 
the typical legal requirements covering what a business owns and what it uses. 
A complete environmental profit and loss account considers the whole of the 
business’s footprint and gives it a monetary value because we are a culture that 
pays attention to money. ‘Only by putting a monetary value on it will some people 
accept and understand it.’  

Deploying the economics of 
mutuality in business through 
ecosystem-based strategies

Host:  
Kim Scriven, MBA student

Speakers:  
Yassine El Ouarzazi, Senior Programme 
Director, Mars Catalyst; Professor 
Jan Ondrus, Associate Professor of 
Information Systems and Chair of 
Networked Business Models, ESSEC 
Business School

Managing mutuality in business: a 
natural capital perspective

Host:  
Jared Retka, MBA student

Speakers:  
Professor Cameron Hepburn, Director 
of the Economics of Sustainability 
Programme, Institute for New 
Economic Thinking, Oxford Martin 
School; Michael Beutler, Director of 
Sustainability Operations, Kering
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• We tend to assume that NGOs, 
charities, family-owned businesses 
and multinational corporations are all 
very different. But they are still part 
of the same world, talking to the 
same people. What can they learn 
from each other?

• The idea that business has a social 
purpose is gaining ground, but 
still we seem able to measure 
only financial success. Are the 
Sustainable Development Goals an 
appropriate way to measure financial 
performance against the social 
performance of certain businesses?

• Part of the problem is trust: does 
society simply does not believe 
businesses when they say they are 
trying to be a force for good? 

• The idea of mutuality is not absent 
from mainstream Economics. 
Game Theory is based on the 
assumption that the market is not 
perfect competition: what others 
do has an effect on you, and what 
you do affects others. However, 
as wrestling with the Prisoners’ 
Dilemma suggests, the best 
possible solution for both parties 
depends on individuals or firms 
ignoring their own self-interest and 
trusting each other, which is hard to 
do. Is the answer to build a culture 
in which social responsibility is 
embedded at all levels of society? 

• We are all responsible for building 
responsible business, but perhaps 
no one is more responsible than 
shareholders, especially founders. 
Many start-ups today have 
responsibility embedded in their 
governance and purpose from the 
beginning, which is very positive. 
But the reality is that they are 
dwarfed by the very large public 
corporations that still continue in 
very traditional ways. We can get 
blinded by some very wonderful 
examples of all kinds of businesses 

– but they are not necessarily the 
norm.

• The answer may not be to put 
our trust in government to help, 
especially as ‘so many governments 
across the world today are not 
really very enlightened’. Society 
as a whole – including businesses, 
consumers, and investors – have to 
find a common agenda, and have to 
find a way to do it together, without 
prioritising the interests of one 
group over another.

• Businesses and government talk 
about the need to ‘rebuild trust’. 
A question we might ask is, do 
they deserve our trust? A strategy 
focusing on trust alone will not 
succeed. Leaders should focus on 
serving their communities properly, 
on not trading off societal benefit 
and financial return, and on building 
for the long term. 

Panel discussion: 
André Hoffmann, Vice-Chairman, 
Roche; Andrew Ng, Kingdom Wealth; 
Professor Belén Villalonga, Professor of 
Management and Organizations, NYU’s 
Stern School of Business; Professor 
Bin Xu, Professor of Economics and 
Finance, CEIBS

Moderator: 
Clara Shen, Senior Director, Business 
Development and Ventures, China, 
Mars, Incorporated

How can the economics  
of mutuality help business 
and finance regain the  
trust of stakeholders?
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How do we look at  
natural capital?

A 2010 survey by McKinsey and 
Company revealed that the majority 
of businesses were convinced of 
the importance of biodiversity. For 
some, this was part of the CSR 
programme and taking charge of 
value chain. They illustrated these 
concepts with pictures of hands 
holding plants – but quite possibly 
had no real idea of what biodiversity 
is about. Others, no doubt influenced 
by the BP Deepwater Horizon spill, 
were more concerned with the risk 
of getting it wrong. Only a small 
percentage thought about biodiversity 
in the context of ecosystems.

‘The economics of mutuality is a 
different way of thinking about 
biodiversity and business,’ said 
Kathy Willis. ‘When we attempt 
to put a value on natural capital 
we need to ask if it addresses 
both biodiversity and business.’

Typically, she said, most people would 
start by thinking about what natural 
capital assets they have – such as 
species, communities, landscapes, 
water, oil. Then they would consider the 
ecosystem services provided by those 
assets, such as pollination, biomass, 
carbon drawdown, erosion protection. 
The final consideration is what the 
societal outcomes are – the benefits 
for business or for society at large, 
such as energy or carbon drawdown.

‘Most of us when mapping natural 
capital assets will go this way,’ she 
said. ‘And when we’re moving from the 
input through to the output more often 
than not it has a benefit for business’.

A classic example is when increasing 
urbanisation in the beautiful Catskill 
Mountains started to threaten 
the quality of water in New York 
City. The authorities were faced 
with a choice between conserving 
the biodiverse landscape and 
building a water filtration plant. 

They discovered that a plant would 
cost $2 to $6bn to build and a further 
$300m a year to run. But if they 
repossessed the forests then it was 
a simple cost of $1 to $1.5bn. So 
that’s what they did – protecting 
the biodiverse landscape, the clean 
water of New York City, and the 
finances of the water companies.

The problem, said Willis, is when 
people start to work backwards from 
the ‘outputs’, asking what biodiversity 
they need to produce clean water or 
carbon sequestration, for example. 

She gave the example of rainforests 
in Brazil -- high biodiversity, high 
biomass accumulation, and excellent 
carbon sequestration. However, 
also in Brazil there are plantations 
of eucalyptus, a non-native 
species. These plantations tick the 
carbon sequestration and biomass 
accumulation boxes, but contain very 
low biodiversity: ‘So you don’t have 
mutuality because you’ve focused on 
the outcomes rather than the input.’

Similarly, studies have shown that the 
both quality and yield of coffee plants 
are improved by preserving patches 
of forest in the foraging landscape 
(however convenient it would be to cut 
them down), and maintaining native 

trees for shade rather than importing 
quick-growing but alien alternatives 
which competed with the coffee 
plants for water. ‘Farmers produced a 
higher quality bean when they focused 
on the input, with the input metric 
being the biodiversity,’ said Willis.

There is more work to be done 
in developing technology to help 
with these metrics, she said, as 
‘we are still at the clipboard stage 
for much of this measurement’. 
There was also the possibility of 
creating a marketplace where these 
natural assets could be traded.

‘The economics 
of mutuality is a 
different way of 
thinking about 
biodiversity and 
business’

Professor Kathy Willis

Professor of Biodiversity, Oxford Martin Senior Fellow,  
Oxford Martin School, University of Oxford
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We’ve all experienced natural capital as 
it underpins the economic value that it 
creates for us – and we enjoy the fruits 
of it literally. But how do we value it 
and put a number to it? How do we 
account for the natural capital that is 
out there?

We have discussed measurements and 
different frameworks, but the overall 
challenge is how do we take something 
that’s essentially an externality and turn 
it into an asset -- something that goes 
on to the balance sheet and increases 
the overall bottom line?

In doing this we have to consider the 
nature of natural assets. Some are 
irreplaceable – who owns them? And 
some have many possible uses: a piece 
of land could be used for recreation, for 
forest plantation or coffee plants. We 
should not look at them just in terms of 
inputs and outputs but also in terms of 
how they can keep regenerating. And 
this is where mutuality comes in.

We need to ask questions about how 
we govern natural capitals, and make 
sure that outputs are not just reflected 
in the bottom line but also in social and 

economic benefits. We need to look at 
the entire supply chain, and also at new 
technologies and how we can work 
with them.

Lastly, what kind of marketplace are 
we creating? Is it a marketplace that 
just creates a value for biodiversity? Or 
do we also need to find a replacement 
value for these things?

How do we take an 
externality and turn it 
into an asset?
Olya Krestyaninova

MBA student

18 RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM - THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY REPORT
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As soon as you put a valuation on 
something and feel that you can 
compare like with like, you have to be 
prepared for the consequences when 
something doesn’t come out the way 
you’d planned. Creating a marketplace 
for ecosystems services could end up 
with ruthless people effectively holding 
nature hostage. They could raise the 
price of ecosystems services simply by 
threatening to develop the land instead. 
We have to make sure we build these 
marketplaces so that we don’t open the 
door to these drastic trade-offs. 

If we consider something an asset we 
need two things. We need to know 
its future value so that it can generate 
future benefit. And two, we need to 
control it. We’ve demonstrated that 
natural capital will generate future 
value. But now we have the question of 
who has control over it? 

If a corporation owns some land in 
order to control it, do they also own all 
of the biota on that land surface? Most 
of us when we look at our back garden 
might think we own the trees and the 

plants – but how many people say 
they own the rabbits, the butterflies? If 
someone has a business that supplies 
bees for pollination, do they or their 
customers ever own the bees?

We need to find a balance between 
providing space for these organisms to 
live, getting ecosystems services back, 
and integrating them into the business. 
This is at the heart of mutuality. 

Who owns the rabbits?

Eamon Devlin

MBA student

WWW.SBS.OXFORD.EDU



RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM: THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY20

The opportunities and challenges of tomorrow 

How can mutuality contribute to two key areas of rapid 
change and opportunity: the digital revolution’s disruptive 
impact on business and society, and the imperative to do 
more with fewer natural resources?

Transforming 
performance for people, 
planet, and profit

SECTION 3

20 RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM - THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY REPORT
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The growth in investment in intangible assets, particularly 
since the financial crisis, is indicative of the growing 
importance of these types of assets to companies. As 
Roche observed, we are seeing a shift from being a ‘service 
economy’, which relies primarily on financial capital, to 
becoming a ‘knowledge economy’, which relies primarily on 
technology. Indeed the $21 billion acquisition of WhatsApp 

– a company that was making no profit at all at the time – 
was a strong signal that value is no longer seen in terms of 
financial assets. 

Which all sounds positive in terms of mutuality except, as 
Mayer pointed out, ‘the potential for technology to transform 

our lives for the better is phenomenal. But, likewise, the 
potential for technology to create real damage to our society 
is equally great.’ That makes the nature of the business model 
going forward particularly significant. 

A particular conflict is emerging in discussions of the future 
of work. While automation and AI will benefit us immensely 
as consumers, at the same time they threaten our livelihoods 
and our employment. A discussion of mutuality in this 
context can help us understand and work towards resolving 
these tensions.  

Professor Colin Mayer and  
Bruno Roche

The knowledge economy  
and the role of social and 
human capital

‘The potential for 
technology to 
transform our lives 
for the better is 
phenomenal. But, 
likewise, the potential 
for technology to 
create real damage to 
our society is equally 
great.’
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The fear of automation, the idea that 
machines of one kind or another are 
going to ‘steal our jobs’ has been 
around since the nineteenth century. To 
judge by the headlines, we are looking 
at a mostly jobless future. 

But recently, other headlines have 
started telling a different story: that we 
have a labour shortage, that we cannot 
find the people to do the jobs that still 
exist. Part of that is cyclical, said Hal 
Varian – we are just emerging from a 
prolonged period of slow growth. But 
part of it is demographic. In trying to 
predict the future of work, we must 
understand the effects of the forces of 
both technology and demography.

Will robots take our jobs? Varian made 
an important distinction between 
a ‘job’ and a ‘task’. Automation has 
been marvellous for eliminating 
boring and repetitive tasks, he said, 
including physical tasks such as 
laundry, dishwashing, and various other 
household chores. Technology has also 
taken over some cognitive tasks, such 
as calculating change. ‘And when you 
have eliminated all the tasks associated 
with a job then you have eliminated the 
jobs. But that’s fairly rare.’

Judging by the US census, over the 
past 70 years only one job has actually 
been eliminated by automation, and 
that is the job of elevator operator. Still, 
most of the tasks performed by the 
elevator operator in addition to pushing 
buttons continue to be done – just by 

someone else. Security guards monitor 
health and safety, receptionists greet 
visitors and provide directions. ‘Most 
jobs are a lot more complicated than 
you think. Even low-skilled jobs actually 
require a lot of skills.’

Where robots really are working well 
is in car factories, but this is hardly 
a surprise, said Varian. ‘We’ve been 
optimising the assembly line for 100 
years’, breaking it down so that a single 
person was doing the same task over 
and over again. ‘Once you’ve managed 
to optimise to that degree, it is not 
surprising that you can put a robot 
into that job. But generally machines 
optimise human employment rather 
than replace it.’ 

As one of the effects of the nineteenth 
century industrial revolution was 
to kick-start a reduction in working 
hours, this could be seen as a benefit. 
‘What do people want? More jobs 
and less work. But ideally that’s what 
technology can deliver.’

If the role for robots is in primarily 
routine work, there will still be plenty of 
non-routine cognitive and manual work 
to be done. The world will still need 
human gardeners and housekeepers. 
Even better, people may find it easier 
to acquire the skills needed for these 
jobs through using technology. The 
number of instructional videos on 
YouTube today, for example, means 
that for the ‘first time in human society 

… we have this ubiquitous material 

for education and training available to 
everyone in the world for free.’ 

The labour force in the USA is currently 
growing at about half the rate of the 
population. All the baby boomers who 
are retiring now expect still to be able 
to consume. As Varian concluded, 
the only way to increase productivity 
in order to meet that demand is to 
engage in some kind of automation.

‘What do people 
want? More jobs 
and less work. But 
ideally that’s what 
technology can 
deliver.’

The future of work, 
automation, and 
demography

Hal Varian

Chief Economist, Google



23WWW.SBS.OXFORD.EDU

We can now use our smartphones 
to order a taxi that turns up almost 
instantly, hire a dogwalker on 
demand, and outsource the buying 
of flowers. We can now order almost 
anything to be delivered the next day 
thanks to technology facilitating our 
consumption. But are these what 
we really think of when we think of 
progress and development? Consider 
how many billions of dollars are 
currently being spent on just getting 
you that product a little bit quicker 
today than you could have got it last 
year.

It is precisely this focus on efficiency 
and not on societal wellbeing that 
has given rise to the gig economy, 
which has created an entire workforce 
without rights, questionable work 
hours and flexibility and no long-
term prospects. What will happen as 
technology develops further?

Consider the plight of drivers in Peru 
who enthusiastically embraced Uber 
as a good source of income. They 
gave up their jobs, invested their life 
savings in buying a car to drive for 
Uber – and Uber’s rates then dropped 
drastically. So the drivers’ income 
drops too. Can these drivers retrain 
and get another job? No, because 
they have just invested everything in 
buying a new taxi. And they are now 
left with an asset that has no value 
outside what is now a not-particularly-
well-paid job. 

So when it creates a fleet of driverless 
cars, will Uber pay to retrain people 
to become fleet managers? What 
incentives does Uber have to 
incorporate this into the business 
plan? Arguably none. But mining 
companies, when they set out to build 
a mine, do need to incorporate the 
environmental restoration costs when 
they decommission the mine at the 
end. Why do technology companies 
not need to factor in societal costs 
and retraining when they automate or 

disrupt a process or sector? These are 
costs that society has to pick up, and 
we only have to look to economically 
disadvantaged places in the UK, US 
and elsewhere to see what happens 
when this not managed correctly.

What about the gig 
economy?

Patrick Watson

MBA student
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Is the need for automation relevant for everyone? Will it be 
inclusive and evenly distributed? What of the countries that 
still have growing labour forces and developing economies? 
It is possible that technology, if not managed properly, risks 
exacerbating the inequalities that we currently see in our 
societies.

On the one hand, we see that people are living longer, 
populations are ageing, and immigration is not providing a 
suitable balance to that. Robots, objectively, seem like a great 
idea. They could take over boring and borderline dangerous 
tasks, free up workers for more complex jobs, and help us 
become more productive.

And what about those countries with young, energetic 
populations? Nigeria, for example, has a median age of 18. 
How do countries such as this set about growing economies 
and jobs in line with their populations? Even if automation 
can be implemented, they might not have an incentive to 
do so. In addition, lower ages across the world may actually 
reduce the business case for automation, especially where 
supply chains are global. It is cheaper to keep moving 
production to ever lower wage economies than to build a 
manufacturing plant with robots.

So will automation be able to deliver more jobs and less 
work at a global scale? Is automation mutual? It is up to 
the practices of businesses and policies of governments to 
influence how this plays out. 

What about those 
countries with young, 
energetic populations?

Alex McLaurin

MBA student
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Kate Spade: Empowering women through social enterprise in Rwanda

Taryn Bird, Senior Manager, on purpose, Kate Spade New York 

Kate Spade is a global lifestyle and design company. On purpose is a relatively new brand and division 
within the company; it is a social enterprise programme with a mission to ‘build suppliers that help 
transform communities by employing and empowering its primary agents of change: women’. So they 
are focused on building strong suppliers, which are set up as for-profit social enterprises and are required 
to generate economic and social returns for their employees and community. Kate Spade supports them 
with commercial capital and technical expertise. The On Purpose collection includes jewellery, scarves, 
bags, and bracelets that are sold in stores alongside the other Kate Spade collections. It has created 
more than 200 full-time, sustainable jobs for women and boasts a 98% retention rate. The employees 
have full-time benefits, including maternity leave and health insurance, rights and a fair share of the profit 
gained through their work. This full-time employment also has spill-over effects: the participating women 
are able to become more active members of society due to their financial capabilities. Both social and 
shared financial capitals are built.  

Divine Chocolate: Farmer ownership, a sweeter deal for farmers

Jamie Hartzell, Chair of the Board, Divine Chocolate

Founded in 1998 and designed as a social enterprise with an integrated social mission, Divine Chocolate 
is a UK-based Fairtrade confectionery company that also operates in the US. The Ghanaian farmer-owned 
cooperative Kuapa Kokoo supplies the cocoa and owns 44% of the business. As co-owners, the farmers 
get a share in the profits, a say in the company, and a voice in the global marketplace. This model aims 
not only to deliver better livelihoods for farmers, but also to support women’s rights and empowerment, 
as well as tackle problems such as child labour. 

Two cooperative farmers sit on the Board of Divine Chocolate and are involved in all decision-making. 
There is also a shareholder agreement and other policies that align the interests of all shareholders. 
Divine Chocolate has generated over GBP 100 million in sales since it started and Kuapa Kokoo has 
seen its membership increase from 2,000 to over 80,000. 35% percent of the cooperative members are 
women, and the cooperative is developing its own buying company, which handles 6% of Ghana’s cocoa.

Case studies
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Agriledger and AgUnity: Building farmers’ trust through blockchain

David Davies, Founder and CEO, AgUnity

In the last year, AgUnity has profoundly changed the lives of some of the lowest-income farmers in 
the world by driving real economic growth. The problem for these farmers had been lack of trust and 
cooperation, which meant that they were not working together successfully in cooperatives. The solution 
was blockchain and a smart phone application that helps farmers plan, trade, and share equipment 
securely. AgUnity gives the farmers the phones, which have a specially developed interface that works 
for them, and helps them keep records of sales and equipment loans. AgUnity makes money through 
selling other products (water purifiers, solar lights, mosquito nets, reading glasses, even insurance and 
savings schemes) that the farmers can buy with the money they have earned through the cooperatives.  
Measurements include the increase in individual farmers’ income – from around $300 a season to $1000 
a season. 

Esquel Group: Innovation for sustainable textile production

Dee Poon, Managing Director of Brands and Distribution, Esquel Group

Esquel is a vertically integrated textile and apparel manufacturer, focused on cotton. The group’s activities 
start with cotton farming and research, ginning and spinning, knitting and weaving, making clothes, 
accessorising and packaging, and finally distributing. The textile industry has a reputation as a major 
polluter and exploiter of poverty via sweatshops in low-income countries: Esquel’s mission is to ‘make 
a difference’ and to prove that neither of these stereotypes needs to be true. The group has created 
and sustained an ethical culture via the right management team, who are incentivised to work on the 
problems of sustainability and ethics alongside their day-to-day operational activities. For example, Esquel 
has heavily invested in R&D to reduce chemical and natural resource usage:  cutting waste, enhancing 
quality and improving workers’ incomes.  Within the cotton supply chain, Esquel created partnerships 
with farmers, training them in new agricultural techniques, facilitating financing through a partnership 
with Standard Chartered Bank, and providing price guarantees. As a result, yields have doubled, Esquel’s  
supply has been secured and made more resilient.     
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JD.com: Authentic products, delivered today

Lydia Price, Professor of Marketing CEIBS

Online suppliers JD have differentiated themselves in China by investing heavily in their logistics 
infrastructure and in the authenticity of the products they sell. The ‘Running Chicken’ programme was 
launched in Wuyi county in association with the State Council’s Office of Poverty Alleviation. Initially JD 
simply helped chicken farmers to access markets and sell online, but then became actively involved in 
ensuring a quality product. The Chinese government provided the land (helping their objective to make 
the countryside beautiful). JD Finance loans allow farmers to buy chicks and feed, which JD ensures are 
sourced from reliable suppliers. The farmers agree to guidelines on care, and even fit the chickens with 
little pedometers to ensure they run around enough. JD buys the chickens and sells them on a special 
channel at around three times the average market price. As a result, household income has risen amongst 
farmers, the county has been removed from the poverty-stricken list, and more jobs have been created.

Mondragon – Resilience through togetherness

Ibon Zugasti, International Project Manager at LKS, Mondragon Corporation, Partner/Director at 
Prospektiker

Mondragon is a cooperative group, founded in 1956 in the Basque town of Mondragon. Originally a single 
manufacturing company, it now comprises 257 autonomous and independent cooperatives, operating in 
the areas of finance, industry, retail, and knowledge. The business has been based on a common culture 
derived from 10 commitments that are ‘a tangible expression of Mondragon’s cooperative values’: open 
admission, democratic organisations, sovereignty of labour, instrumental and subordinate nature of capital, 
participatory management, payment solidarity, inter-cooperation, social transformation, universality and 
education. These commitments are woven into the group’s shared values and strategy, with the idea 
of ‘humanity at work’ at the centre. Mondragon profits are reinvested in research and development, and 
education, and distributed amongst members of the cooperatives.  

Sabka Dentist: Affordable dental care for all

Vikram Vora, CEO Sabka Dentist

Dentistry by itself is not a critical area of healthcare, so has been largely ignored by the charitable and 
non-profit sector. Sabka Dentist (‘Sabka’ means everybody) was established in 2010 as a for-profit dental 
company providing affordable, high-quality dental care solutions to the middle and lower-middle classes 
in India – and an alternative to the prevalent model of a street corner tooth-puller. Economies of scale 
allow the business to provide a large number of clinics, but the clinics themselves are small (two chairs) 
and standardised, meaning that a new clinic can be fitted out and launched within three weeks, and each 
can reach a large volume of healthy patients. 95% of employees are women: mutuality is practised by 
offering flexible working arrangements to accommodate personal responsibilities. Sabka also works to 
enhance the wider community by mentoring similar companies and by providing continuing education 
programmes for its own dentists, to which they can invite external colleagues. 
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Solvay: unlocking the new chemistry of success

Jean-Marie Solvay, President, International Solvay Institutes for Physics and Chemistry

Michel Washer, Deputy Chief Sustainability Officer, Solvay

Solvay is an advanced materials and chemicals company, committed to developing products that 
address key societal challenges. Solvay’s founding shareholders and company culture share strong 
ethical values, believing in science and industry as drivers for a better life. The case study explored 
the idea that sustainability is now much more than ‘people, planet, profit’: it is about value creation. 
Sustainability concepts are evolving faster, so sustainability requires permanent benchmarks and macro 
trend observation, integrating all functions and operations. In Solvay this affects how they manage 
people and how they manage assets. Of particular importance is finding the right indicators, especially 
for social impacts.  The case study discussed Solvay’s internal reference framework, and also a complex 
measurement system in which the environmental footprint of the product and production process is 
plotted against market alignment to sustainability criteria. This discovery is an ongoing process with many 
challenges; however, a link between a product’s sustainability rating and growth has been established. 

Timberland: Supply chain mutuality with blockchain

Atlanta Mcllwraith, Senior Manager, Community Engagement and Communications, Timberland

Hugh Locke, President and Co-Founder, Smallholder Farmers Alliance, and President, Impact Farming

Timberland makes boots, shoes, clothes and gear designed with an outdoor lifestyle in mind. It is 
currently creating a supply chain for organic cotton with the Smallholder Farmers Alliance (SFA). This idea 
arose from supporting an SFA project to avert deforestation in Haiti by planting millions of trees. They 
encouraged farmers to tend to the trees by offering ‘tree currency’: seeds, tools, and training that allow 
farmers to increase their own yields. After supporting that project, which became self-sustaining within 
five years, Timberland wanted to become a customer. Cotton was an obvious choice, though it had not 
been grown in Haiti for 30 years. Following seed trials in 2018, to identify the most suitable varieties, 
Timberland expects 500 farmers to plant cotton for fabric suppliers within Timberland’s supply chain 
to place their first orders in Spring 2019. Within five years, they expect more than 17000 farms to be 
growing cotton.with Standard Chartered Bank, and providing price guarantees.

Upwork: Freelancing platforms and the future of work

Dr Greetje Corporaal, Postdoctoral Researcher, Oxford Internet Institute, University of Oxford

Michael McGeary, Public Policy Manager, Upwork

Upwork is an online platform matching freelancers (sellers) with clients (buyers). Upwork sees itself 
as a true marketplace, serving businesses on both sides – and without borders. A key point is that the 
freelancers are skilled and operate as businesses – either as sole traders or with a formal business 
designation. Freelancing in this sense is different from so-called ‘freelance’ delivery drivers or taxi-drivers, 
or low-skilled work such as that available through Mechanical Turk. Some freelancers have more traditional 
jobs but freelance ‘on the side’ either to earn more money or to develop or hone new and different skills.  
For businesses it is an opportunity to bring in people with specialised skills for short-term and focused 
projects. 
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How can the economics of mutuality 
contribute to building innovative modes 
of profit construction? And how can new 
ways of thinking about profit alter business 
behaviour and the allocation of resources 
within firms?

• The central issue is how the purpose of a company can be directed towards 
producing profitable solutions to the problems of people and planet. How do we 
avoid firms profiting from producing problems for people and planet?

• Think about companies that are trying to promote solutions as investing in 
those people and the planet. By investing, the firm is committing to the future 
of people and planet and that will create a reciprocal benefit. By investing they 
could be thought of incurring an expenditure that is repaid over the lifetime of 
that investment. And if companies do not sustain their investment, if they fail 
to maintain those human natural and social capital, then their profits should be 
diminished correspondingly.

• Who is going to reskill the workforce? Is it the individuals themselves or the 
government? Or is it the role of business? What is the role of companies that in 
essence provide a type of insurance to their employees through training. Can 
they derive reciprocal benefits for so doing?

• Within the concept of mutual profit, financial profit does not change at all: that 
stays the same. But while producing a financial profit, businesses also deplete 
or create other capitals. It is this concept of depletion or creation that should 
be absorbed into the management accounts, along with the idea of respecting 
the nature of each capital. If you pollute water, you should replace it with clean 
water. If you create cleaner water, even better. You have created natural capital – 
but it has a cost.

• Mutual profit is the balance between what your business has destroyed and 
what it has created. Depending on your strategy, this can be higher or lower 
than financial profits.

• The idea is very contextual, not perfect, but the notion of financial profit is 
not perfect either. The idea of mutual profit could be a way of healing the 
relationships between business and people, and business and the planet.

Panel discussion: 
Professor Colin Mayer and Bruno 
Roche

Moderator: 
Dr Judith Stroehle, Postdoctoral 
Researcher, Saïd Business School, 
University of Oxford



31WWW.SBS.OXFORD.EDU

My first job after graduating was in 
management consultancy. My parents 
were super proud: I had a stable job 
with a good firm. My friends were 
impressed as well: I stayed in fancy 
hotels and travelled around the world. 
Even I was pleased to see my bank 
balance finally in the positive and 
climbing steadily. By many measures of 
society I had a successful start to my 
career. 

The reality for me, however, was 
different. Most of my days would start 
at 8am and go on to 10pm with little 
time for friends and family. My health 
struggled: I was constantly eating out, 
hardly exercising, always felt a little bit 
tired, a little bit sleep deprived.

My mental health suffered too. They 
say that consultants are mostly 
insecure overachievers and I can 
definitely identify with that. Over the 
course of my career I felt myself 
become more worried about how 
people were perceiving me, more 
conscious about whether I was playing 
the game properly, building the right 
relationships. I saw myself becoming 
someone I didn’t want to become. And 
all of this culminated in my working my 
first 24-hour day. At this point I finally 
started questioning – is this really what 
I want?

Many of us are so busy climbing the 
career ladder that it is only when we 
get to the top that we realise the ladder 

was leaning against the wrong building 
all along.

I was nowhere near the top, but I felt 
how easy it was to be swept along by 
the idea that the only measure of 
success is wealth. Our society seems 
to revolve around accumulating wealth 
and acquiring stuff, with little regard for 
the effect on ourselves, our families, 
communities, or society at large.

Leaving consulting was hard. I joined a 
tiny education start-up that paid me an 
equally tiny salary. It was a path that 
didn’t make logical sense to people 
around me – but that 24-hour day had 
jolted me into a realisation of what 
really mattered to me.

It’s easy to get swept along by other 
people’s expectations, and keep 
climbing that default ladder. It’s also 
easy to say that the solution is that we 
should keep questioning, be conscious 
of the system that is shaping us, and 
make our own choices. But I think this 
Forum is showing us another way. 
What if we could redesign the system 
and rewrite the structures so that, even 
if we were climbing the ladder blindfold, 
when we got to the top we’d realise it’s 
exactly where we want to be?

What if we could 
redesign the system?

Shruthi Vijayakumar

MBA student
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The World Cup in 1970 was the first 
occasion on which the now ubiquitous 
system of yellow and red cards 
was introduced. Before that, it was 
more difficult to enforce discipline, 
especially in international games, 
so the best players were almost 
constantly being fouled. Football 
was not protecting its main assets. 

This analogy makes sense to me. I 
am an entrepreneur, running a bank 
that operates in the slums of Brazil. 
Our office was a former kindergarten; 
I’m pretty sure there was a mouse 
living in the back room; the roof would 
flap noisily in the wind. When I first 
started, it felt to me as if this was 
definitely a ‘social impact space’ and 
I called myself a ‘social entrepreneur’. 
But I don’t do that anymore. 

In fact, I’m not sure there is 
such a thing as a social impact 
space. Certainly, if we allow a 
social impact space to continue 
existing, it’s because we have 
failed to build a strong business.

The concept of mutuality gives us the 
opportunity to do what football did 
nearly 50 years ago. Rather than create 
another sport, which used cards to 
protect the players and let the other 
sport remain violent, it reformed itself. 

So we should take care of our assets 
but not by having another type of 
business called a social enterprise, 

while other businesses carry on as 
before. Think of the social impact space 
as a movement, not as an exclusive 
playground for social impact investors 
alone. I’d like our businesses to have 
more social impact space embedded 
in our finance, in our accounting. 

I’d rather be a banker than a social 
entrepreneur. But I’d most like to 
be a banker competing in terms of 
natural, social, and human assets.

Let’s take care of  
our assets

Vitor Kneipp

MBA student

32 RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM - THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY REPORT



33WWW.SBS.OXFORD.EDU



RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM: THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY34

How can business be 
transformed as a force 
for the common good?

We examine the extent to which the economics 
of mutuality can be a catalyst to transform 
business performance for the common good.

SECTION 4

34 RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS FORUM - THE ECONOMICS OF MUTUALITY REPORT
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The conventional view of the corporation is ‘fundamentally 
flawed,’ said Colin Mayer, because it ‘pits business against 
policymakers.’

Conventionally, the role of the firm is to maximise profits 
‘subject to laws and common norms’. The role of corporate 
governance is to align the interests of directors with those of 
the shareholders, and regulation sets the rules of the game. 
The Regulator promotes the public interest and business 
promotes private profits. And because of that business will 
do whatever it can to circumvent those rules and regulations 
or turn them to its advantage by reducing the level of 
competition and entry to its business.

This underlies much of what is going on in the world, from 
the rise of populism to extremes on the right and left of 
politics, which reflects a deep discontent with the view that 
the only interest of business is itself, and that of a small elite.

The Forum introduced a new idea of the purpose of business, 
which is to produce profitable solutions to the problems of 
people and planet. ‘This immediately changes the game. It is 
no longer about conflict but about cooperation,’ said Mayer.

‘The size and power of multinational businesses mean that 
there is now no option but for business to transform itself 
and to address these problems,’ said Bruno Roche. ‘It is 
not only a matter of survival but a great opportunity to re-
establish business as a core component of society’.

Professor Colin Mayer and  
Bruno Roche

Changing the game

‘It is not only a matter of survival 
but a great opportunity to re-
establish business as a core 
component of society.’
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Royal Canin makes pet food but, 
Loïc Moutault said, it ‘sees itself as 
providing health and nutrition services 
to pet professionals who recommend 
to pet owners what is best for their 
cats and dogs’.

This is quite a responsibility. While 
humans pick and choose their own 
diets, buying different foods from a 
variety of suppliers and manufacturers, 
pets largely eat what they are given. 
A single pet food manufacturer may 
be providing 80 to 90 per cent of an 
animal’s total nutrition – and those 
nutritional needs vary greatly according 
to breed and size. In fact, Moutault 
said, Royal Canin has developed more 
than 500 formulas to meet the specific 
needs of cats and dogs.

In order to do this, he explained, 
‘we engage with hundreds of pet 
professionals, breeder, vets, and 
retailers. They are passionate about 
what they do but don’t necessarily 
make a good living.’ Breeders, for 
example, are typically small, spread 
out geographically and very demanding 
because they put their own reputations 
at stake when they recommend pet 
food products. ‘We take their pain 
points and turn them into better 
products for cats and dogs. We use 
scientific research and also provide an 
education programme.’

Royal Canin developed the ‘Puppy 
Protech’ product after learning that 

up to 20% of newborn puppies do 
not survive. There was little available 
knowledge about the issue, so the 
company worked for five years to 
develop a substitute milk and also 
a diagnostic tool to identify the 
weakest puppy in a litter. ‘We may 
never get a financial return on these 
products,’ said Moutault, ‘but we 
did develop massive knowledge that 
did not exist before. We enhanced 
our reputation in the marketplace, 
and improved our relationship with 
breeders.’

He admitted that Royal Canin was 
less efficient than its competitors, but 
it was still the most valuable brand in 
the industry in terms of both earnings 
and turnover. It would be easy to 
make money in the short term by 
diverting investment from breeders 
and vets to specialist retailers. It 
would certainly be easier to drive 
promotion with a big retail chain 
rather than with individual vets. ‘But 
our most successful lines are those 
where we have consistently invested 
in both communities.’ 

Moutault’s presentation showed that 
‘the Economics of Mutuality is not 
only relevant at the bottom of the 
pyramid, but in premium brands. This 
is good because it takes us out of the 
CSR space and can become a real 
business philosophy, ... and a set of 
management practices with superior 
value-creation for all stakeholders.’

His only problem, he concluded, was 
that he did not have any concrete 
metrics, only institutional knowhow 
and an implicit understanding that 
these investments are the right thing 
to do. ‘But if a manager somewhere 
decides to take a shortcut, I will only 
find out about it years later,’ he said. 
His plea to the Forum was to ‘make 
the invisible visible, and help make the 
different capitals part of the monthly 
scorecard.’

Loïc Moutault 
President, Royal Canin

Mutuality in practice

‘The economics of 
mutuality are not 
only relevant at 
the bottom of the 
pyramid, but in 
premium brands.’
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‘One of the grave errors in business 
seems to be the belief that in the 
cause of domination somehow 
completion and mastery can be gained,’ 
said Martyn Percy, in a presentation 
that at the start seemed to be about 
business, strategy, and tactics, but by 
the end was in fact about being human.

Strategy, he said, can be the go-to place 
of comfort for ‘those who imagine 
that domination, control and mastery 
is possible.’ Although strategy can be 
useful, it does not work for a large 
amount of human life, and in fact a large 
amount of what we do is tactical. 

And there’s nothing wrong with 
that. John Kay’s concept of ‘obliquity’ 
suggests that we can do all sorts of 
things for rational business reasons 
that do unintended harm. On the 
other hand, we do other things that do 
unintended good.

Percy gave the example of ‘rationally’ 
built tower blocks in which the 
architects appeared to be aiming for 
efficient use of space, assuming that 
people didn’t need social spaces or 
‘wasted space’. They needed ‘a small 
room to sleep in, a small room to eat 
in, a small room to cook in and a small 
room to watch TV in.’ The result was 
industrial human chicken coops and a 
breakdown in a sense of community.

In contrast, he talked about the 
tradition of making hot cross buns 

in church kitchens. From a rational 
point of view this is a wasteful and 
inefficient exercise: buns can be bought 
much more cheaply and easily in the 
supermarket. But the real purpose 
of the baking is not to make money 
nor economically efficient buns. 
Conversations take place during the 
cooking and preparation, people feel 
affirmed and socialisation is built. In 
that sort of activity, Percy said, ‘humans 
discover that they are incomplete. That 
they need to be together.’ 

Rather than doing things in a 
‘rationalised, business-like, strategic 
iron cage,’ Percy talked about the value 
of being tactical, of trying things out, 
of asking how institutions are ‘doing 
good’ and what the consequences of 
that ‘good’ are – not just for immediate 
customers, but for customers and their 
families and their communities. 

If we came across bees in a garden 
and we asked them what they were 
doing they would reply, ‘gathering 
nectar to make honey’. Bees need 
the honey. But if you were to ask a 
gardener, they would almost certainly 
say ‘they are cross-pollinating my 
flowers’. The mutual dependence of 
bees and flowers is an analogue of 
business and society, said Percy: ‘The 
bees do not know how much good 
they are up to. They have no idea.’

He finished by explaining how Rabbis 
talk about the story of creation in 

Genesis. The Hebrew word used for 
each piece of creation in the first five 
days is ‘tov’, which means ‘good’. But 
when it comes to the creation of man 
the word is withheld. This is because 
tov has deeper meaning. It means 
‘good’, but in the sense of ‘done’. Not 
using ‘tov’ to describe humanity 
suggests that we are not complete. We 
need each other. As Percy concluded, 
‘To be mutual is merely to be human’.

The Very Revd Professor Martyn Percy

‘No man is an island’

‘To be mutual is 
merely to be human.’
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• CSR and triple-bottom-line 
accounting practices are 
improvements, but we have not 
yet achieved the transformation of 
business that we need. 

• We have tried before to drive 
such a transformation legislatively 
and it has not worked. Western 
governments are too inward-looking. 
But nothing is more powerful than 
an idea whose time has come. 

• Business sometimes loses its 
way, but it’s not the only one. 
Philanthropic foundations can 
become more focused on the 
performance of their endowment 
than on the change they would like 
to see in the world. They can get 
distracted by data, become fixated 
on a single solution or a single 
metric as the way to get people out 
of poverty.

• Sometimes it is better to look at 
‘net contribution’. Is a company 
contributing or detracting from 
society overall? It is not necessary 
to measure everything; sometimes 
it is not about measurements 
but about movement in the right 
directions. 

• If even a Financial Times journalist 
can write that ‘Friedman’s vision of 
capitalism is starting to look almost 
as passé as big shoulder pads’, 
perhaps there is hope yet. 

• Universities have to be transformed. 
With the exception of a few, the 
trend seems to be towards separate 
technological institutions. But the 
world is interdisciplinary, and our 
education and institutions should 
reflect that. 

• Whatever an organisation’s purpose, 
it should also feel called to know 
what is knowable about the total 
effects of what it does – the 
unintended consequences both 
good and bad. 

• Don’t be a prophet shouting in 
the desert. It is important to find 
ways to engage the organisation 
with others and to learn from 
partnerships with others, including 
other types of organisation. The 
transformation cannot be done by 
business to the world, but with 
business in the world.

• Embrace complexity. The work is 
hard. Don’t lose sight of people in 
the economy.

Panel discussion: 
Dana Bezerra, President, Heron 
Foundation, Professor Avishay 
Braverman, Former President of Ben-
Gurion University, Serena Kao, Chair, 
San Teh Foundation, and Founder and 
CEO, GoPurpose, Martin Radvan, 
Global President, Mars Wrigley 
Confectionery

Moderator: 
Alastair Colin-Jones, Senior Manager 
for Business Research, Mars Catalyst

How can business be 
transformed as a force for 
the common good?
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Debate moderator: Daniel Wilkinson, 
Treasurer, The Oxford Union

MBA students: Amanda Forman, 
Nikhil Dugal, Conor Healy, Sam Hilditch, 
Marisha Naz, and Nikita Srinivasan

This house believes that mutuality is the best 
way to restore trust in the corporation

The Oxford Union 
Debate
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‘If the public’s trust in business is irreparably broken, 
then like a bad romance, market-driven capitalism is 
doomed to fail.’

‘Mutuality as a concept encourages us to go back to the 
basics of what binds us together as a society.’

‘Trust is a firm belief in reliability. It requires consistency, 
and not consistency in theory, but in practice. Actions 
always speak louder than words.’
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