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Futures Project – progress so far and next steps towards 

tomorrow’s company 

Ever since companies were invented their purpose, leadership and ownership has evolved to 

match the needs of the times. We have looked back over the two decades of our work, and 

ahead to some of the accelerating economic, social and technological changes. Market 

capitalism has delivered innumerable benefits, but a system in which companies become pre-

occupied with short term profitability and investors focus on immediate returns, no longer 

serves business, society or indeed shareholders themselves. 

 

There is an alternative approach to value creation that has been advocated and refined by 

Tomorrow’s Company over the past 20 years, as well as by many others. This approach 

recognises that people are emotional beings not calculating machines, that more success 

flows from effective relationships than from impersonal transactions and that to achieve 

something great takes time, which in turn involves risk. 

 

There are good examples around us, often outside the listed sector. If we can encourage the 

development of more organisations that live up to these ideals, more of us will be able to gain 

fulfilment and become more productive in our work, to the benefit both of society and long 

term shareholder value. That is what we mean by the Tomorrow’s Company approach to 

business success.  

 

We are encouraged by the signs of progress towards this alternative approach, but we also 

recognise a number of significant obstacles. We are now identifying the next steps that 

Tomorrow’s Company can take, in partnership with others, to reinforce the progress and 

address the obstacles. 

 

For this approach to prosper, we will need to see changes, among other things, in our 

approach to how companies are financed, owned, governed and held accountable throughout 

the different stages of their lifecycle. That is why Tomorrow’s Company places good 

governance and stewardship alongside leadership at the heart of success. 



 

 

 

1. Today’s concerns – UK business could do better 

Despite the UK’s recent economic success there are a number of worrying trends. The UK has low 

investment, low productivity, stagnating real wage growth, low employee engagement and low public 

trust. It is therefore not a surprise that returns to shareholders have also been falling. UK business 

could and needs to do better.  

 

2. Future challenges – a rapidly changing world 

There is also a growing list of future challenges facing business. Many of these were covered in 

Tomorrow’s Global Company – challenges and choices (2007), such as environmental, social and 

geo-political challenges. In addition to these we highlight the impact from the accelerating pace of 

technological change. This is leading to an increase in disruption, transparency, speed, complexity 

and uncertainty.  

 

3. The Tomorrow’s Company approach 

These concerns and challenges are often treated separately, but we argue they are connected and 

therefore require a connected solution that focuses on the company. We argue for a different 

approach that moves away from the current focus on short-term incentives, targets and profit. 

 

This approach has been advocated by Tomorrow’s Company for 20 years, together with other 

organisations and business leaders. It can be articulated in a number of ways, but we summarise it 

with three principles. We call this the Tomorrow’s Company approach.  

 

1. A purpose beyond profit and a set of values that are lived through the behaviours of all 

employees creating a self-reinforcing culture.  

2. Collaborative and reciprocal relationships with key stakeholders. 

3. A long-term approach that embraces risk. 

 

4. Mounting evidence 

The good news is that there is a growing body of evidence for this approach. This ranges from 

psychology studies on the drivers of individual motivation that show we achieve more when we are 

motivated by purpose rather than only money, to studies that show a clear connection between 

employee engagement and productivity. There are also an increasing number of studies showing that 

the characteristics found in companies that achieve long-term success match the Tomorrow’s 

Company approach. 

 

5. Progress so far and obstacles to overcome 

It is also encouraging that there is growing momentum in this direction. However, progress has not 

been uniform and more needs to be done. We highlight three key obstacles:  

 

More talk than action – While there has been progress, there is often more talk than action. Most 

companies now have a statement of purpose and values, but studies find that far fewer companies 

have embedded their stated purpose and values throughout the organisation. 

 

Risk mitigation focus – There has been too much focus on avoiding downsides, rather than 

capturing upsides.  

 We see this in consumer, media and NGO pressure punishing company failures, but rarely 

rewarding those that excel.  

 In the investment world the use of broader criteria such as ESG (environmental, societal and 

governance) and sustainability are more often used to filter out ‘bad’ companies, rather than being 

seen as a driver of value.  



 

                                      

 

 

 

 Governance reforms have typically followed scandals; this has led to a concern that governance 

structures have become overly focused on value protection rather than value creation. 

 

Short-termism is a major obstacle to progress – Importantly this is not just about the short-term 

pressure from shareholders in listed companies. It is also about the short-termism that results from 

the use of targets and incentives rather than trust. In both listed and private companies we need 

greater trust in relationships to avoid the need for short-term financial incentives. 

 

6. What next for Tomorrow’s Company? 

It is leaders who by their example inspire others to change. Each company is on its own journey, and 

leaders can be strengthened on that journey by coming together and sharing their experiences. 

Tomorrow’s Company helps facilitate these conversations. 

 

Furthermore, change is more likely to be effective where a shared agenda emerges across disparate 

parts of the system. This is why Tomorrow’s Company works simultaneously with the three key 

constituents in company decisions; investors, boards of directors and managers (hence our three 

areas of stewardship, governance and leadership). 

 

However, sometimes leadership on its own is not enough and change needs to be stimulated and 

encouraged by reforms to the structure of ownership and governance. Tomorrow’s Company 

therefore also draws on the experience of its community to advocate such structural reform where 

needed. 

 

Through the Futures Project we have identified a number of key questions in each of the three areas 

that we believe need answering to encourage further progress. We provide a selection of these 

below. 

 

7. Next steps: Stewardship 

How can investors assess the principles of tomorrow’s company? The evidence is compelling 

that a Tomorrow’s Company approach can create more value for all stakeholders including 

shareholders. However, it is often hard for investors to assess which companies follow this approach. 

This is particularly true in listed companies, but it also applies to private companies. We plan to do 

further work on how the analyst’s toolkit can be expanded to include a wider range of factors. 

 

Are current ownership structures supportive of stewardship? There are two interconnected 

problems in the fund management industry. First, due to fragmented ownership, funds often cannot 

justify allocating significant resources to stewardship. Second, the business model of long-only active 

fund management is under pressure, as the industry is charging management fees on the promise of 

outperformance that in aggregate it cannot deliver. We argue that these problems are connected and 

present an opportunity for change. 

 

How can a greater diversity in business forms be encouraged? There is an increasing range of 

alternative business forms available to companies from private enterprise to employee owned to 

listed. This choice affects their leadership, relationships and time horizons. While it is no guarantee of 

business success, the right business form is likely to enable the purpose of the business to be more 

readily achieved. In previous work (Tomorrow’s Business Forms 2013) Tomorrow’s Company’s has 

found that the entrepreneurs and business owners are not always aware of the diversity of business 

forms available to them. We therefore plan to explore how we could encourage organisations to be 

more open to innovation in business form throughout the different stages of their lifecycle. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

8. Next steps: Governance 

Has governance become overly focused on risk mitigation? Over the past few decades 

governance reforms have typically followed scandals, aiming to prevent the same scandal happening 

again. As a result there is a growing concern that the UK governance system has become overly 

focused on value protection, rather than value creation, and that this is reflected in the way boards 

spend their time. We believe we need to look again at the balance between risk mitigation and wealth 

generation in our governance system. 

 

Is too much reliance placed on non-executive directors? The UK governance system currently 

places a high reliance on non-executive directors (NEDs); this has increased in recent years following 

each scandal. However, there are increasing concerns that  current structures and approaches do not 

allow NEDs to be effective in this role. This concern is mirrored by NEDs themselves; in a recent 

Tomorrow’s Company survey only 60% of NEDs felt there contribution was valued by the chair
i
. We 

believe we need to relook at the role and effectiveness of NEDs, and how this can be improved. 

 

9. Next steps: Leadership 

Embedding purpose and values? A key theme from our research is that, unlike twenty years ago, 

the majority of companies now talk about their purpose and values, but the difficult step is bringing 

them to life and putting them into everyday practice. In our ongoing work we plan to build on the 

lessons of exemplar companies in how purpose and values can be embedded throughout an 

organisation. 

 

How can leaders assess progress? We plan to help raise awareness for the Tomorrow’s Company 

approach with a set of questions that will help companies assess progress and identify shortcomings, 

and act as a provocation for leaders to think about how closely they follow the Tomorrow’s Company 

approach.  

 

How can leaders embrace technology while not forgetting the human dimension? The 

accelerating pace of technological change is bringing many benefits, but it also has a number of 

costs. Firstly, many low and middle income jobs risk being automated, potentially increasing inequality 

and reducing demand in the economy. Secondly, technology will be liberating for those at the top, but 

possibly dehumanising for those at the bottom.  

 

Tomorrow’s Company will investigate how companies can embrace technology while not forgetting 

that it is human beings who buy products, drive innovation, and whom companies are ultimately there 

to serve. 

 

 

 

We’d like to thank following companies for their support of the Futures Project… 
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