
Twenty years after the original RSA Inquiry, Tomorrow’s Company launched the Futures Project 

with a discussion event looking at the progress over the last 20 years towards an inclusive 

business approach. The discussion event was attended by 23 leading business figures, many of 

whom had been involved in the original report. This report is a summary of the discussion. Please 

let us know your thoughts on the progress towards an inclusive business approach over 

the last 20 years. 

 

• How far has business moved towards an inclusive approach? 

• Has there been more talk than action? 

• Do people still see a trade-off between serving shareholders versus other 

stakeholders? 

• Is short-termism a significant barrier to change? 

• Do companies need to be more proactive in tackling the big issues? 

 

 

What progress has been made towards an inclusive 

business approach? 

The Futures Project 
A business-led programme of inquiry, debate and dialogue that 

will produce a positive and practical vision for companies to be a 

force for good. 

Discussion Summary 

Progress has been made towards an inclusive approach, which puts people and relationships at the 

heart of business success, but much more needs to be done. In general there has been more talk than 

action. One reason for this disconnect is the increasing short-term pressure of financial markets. 

Alongside this has been lower public trust in business due to corporation tax and excessive executive 

pay. Company leaders have allowed themselves to be pushed onto the back foot and have shied away 

from tackling the big issues. Companies need to show more leadership and we need an open 

conversation to find the common ground and the frameworks within which society and business 

mutually benefit. 
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Further information 
 

• Find out more: tomorrowscompany.com/futures   

• Join our LinkedIn discussion: link here 

• Join our mailing list: link here 

• Contact Alex Maitland: alexm@tomorrowscompany.com or 0207 839 4040 
 

Why not visit our blog 
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https://www.linkedin.com/company/1100238?trk=tyah&trkInfo=clickedVertical:company,idx:1-1-1,tarId:1430470567848,tas:tomorrows company
http://tomorrowscompany.com/join-up-to-our-mailing-list
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Progress has been made… 
“The original Tomorrow’s Company inquiry has had a good impact we should be 

proud of. Conversations around the board table are different today, but it has not 

been a straight line” 

  In the last 20 years a popular lexicon of sustainable business has developed. For example business 

leaders now talk about serving all stakeholders, the environment and sustainability, rather than just 

shareholders, and there is also much more collaboration between business and civil society groups.  
  
Part of this progress can be attributable to the influence of the RSA Inquiry and the work of 

Tomorrow’s Company – particularly through the redefinition of Directors Duties in the Companies Act 

2006, the changes in reporting regulations and the development of the UK Stewardship Code.  
  
These developments have helped lead cultural change however progress has not been a straight line, 

for example the 2008 financial crisis caused a move back towards more adversarial relationships. 
  

…however it has not been enough 

“There is a growing gulf between those companies that seem to get it and those that 

don’t” 

  Despite progress, trust in business has fallen - One of the most worrying developments has been 

the falling trust in business. A key cause of this has been controversies around corporation tax and 

the perception that companies play by a different set of rules.  

 

Little traction amongst politicians with the inclusive approach - Another failing has been little 

progress in politicians taking on board the inclusive agenda. Politicians too often simply attack 

business rather than working towards a mutually beneficial solution. This misunderstanding is 

exemplified by the way that the government tries to incorporate business practice, for example 

focusing exclusively on price in procurement rather than value for money.  

 

Seeking change by commissions does not work - One reason for the lack of change is the 

governmental response to past failures. In general the government appoints an individual to run a 

commission of inquiry; they are then immediately lobbied by the competing vested interests, placing 

them in an impossible position. 
 
 
 
  
  

“You won’t change the banking sector using the current approach. We need a 

facilitation model which enables all parties to get together to solve problems. This is 

the kind of thing Tomorrow’s Company is good at. Change needs a coalition across 

different sectors of business, civil society, investment and government”  

Too many still see a trade-off - A further barrier to change is the view held by too many that serving 

all stakeholders is not commercial, that there is a trade-off between shareholders and other 

stakeholders. When in reality acting in an inclusive manner benefits shareholders, and not only in the 

long-term, for the short-term companies benefit from being seen to be ‘doing the right thing’. 

 

We need a stronger emphasis on behaviours rather than transactions - Evidence shows that 

those companies who continuously pay attention to improving the quality of their relationships and 

their people’s engagement are more successful in the longer term. However we need to develop 

better ways to measure and understand behaviours. 
 
  
 
  



There has been more talk than action 

“I talk to many chairmen and CEOs and they tell me how much they would like to see 

changes in what companies do. What is the restraining force that stops people doing 

what they would like to do?” 

“With the original report, in 1995 chairmen would not feel able to support the 

conclusions of the original report publicly. Now they are happy to express support, but 

won’t necessarily act on it” 

 

  

Most business leaders acknowledge the need for further progress on issues such as tax, inequality and 

the gender gap, however few take any action. Exemplifying this is the lack of progress in the big 

financial decisions that remain largely focused on short-term shareholder value, and that change has 

been more successful in peripheral decisions.  

  

Too many people see the wider responsible business agenda as being a box ticking exercise. The 

focus on meeting regulations has taken away from the substance and principles of decisions.  

  

Short-termism is acting as a barrier to change 

“I was involved in an IPO recently where none of the questions touched on the issues 

on the Tomorrow’s Company agenda“ 

“The business model of the City is not supporting the Stewardship Code” 

 

  

One reason that the increased talk on the inclusive approach has not translated into action is the rise in 

short-termism. The average tenure of CEOs is now 4 years and you cannot move forward if you don’t 

have stability. A key source of this short-termism comes from the City with its focus on transactions.  

  
A further cause of this is that you get what you reward. As long as remuneration is based on metrics 

such as earnings per share, cash flow and short-term share price performance, then this is what 

management and financial markets will focus on. We need to realign incentives to change behaviour.  
  
One solution might be to engage financial markets and investors on the risk of not considering the 

inclusive agenda, rather than on the opportunity from it being a driver of value.  
  

Companies need to shift onto the front foot 
Companies have allowed themselves to be pushed onto the back foot. Lower trust in business has led 

to a focus on regulation and compliance, to which business has resisted and which has not solved the 

underlying problems. As a result scandals continue and trust continues to fall, in a downward spiral of 

increased regulation and lower trust. 

 

The press has rightly criticised business in many of these areas, but in others it has been overly 

negative, contributing to the loss of trust. 

 

Business needs to stop shying away from big issues such as tax, executive pay and inequality. 

Companies need to show more leadership in society. A key test of this may be in the coming EU 

referendum, the public may look to business for an objective opinion; this may be a critical moment in 

whether business can be a leader of civil society. 
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What do you think? Join our debate on LinkedIn! 

Do you or your organisation want to contribute? 

Contact Alex Maitland for more information 

Keep up to date with the Futures Project  

sign up to our mailing list 

“We need to move away from the short-term alpha-male based model of short term 

reward with its constant focus on increasing sales by 10% every year or we won’t 

attract the right people in the future” 

“In order to be well we need others to help us be well. By involving others outside 

business we can help“ 
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