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Interview with Solitaire Townsend, Futerra Communications
Welcome to the LRQA Business Assurance “Trust and Transparency” Podcast Series. This episode features an interview with Solitaire Townsend, Chief Executive and co-founder of Futerra Communications. Solitaire is widely recognised as one of the Green communications pioneers and was named as one of the 15 London Leaders in Sustainability, as chosen by then Mayor Ken Livingstone. The What Assures Consumers in an Economic Downturn report was published on April 23, 2009, with the launch event being held at the Lloyd’s Register HQ in London. We were at the event and interviewed several of the key speakers and attendees. The What Assures Consumers report was commissioned by AccountAbility, conducted online by YouGov, sponsored by the Co-op and supported by LRQA. Here is the interview between our editor and Solitaire
www.businessassurance.com editor:
If you could just tell us your, what you thought the most important finding from the What Assures Consumers report was?
SOLITAIRE TOWNSEND:
The whole What Assures Consumers series from AccountAbility, I found increasingly fascinating sort of report after report. In this report, one of the things as a communicator that drew my eye was how consistently important and how scary it is that people are talking to each other about these issues. As a communicator you learn that the best way to communicate is to get a live human being talking to a live human being, getting people talking to their families and friends. People talking to their family and friends around sustainable development, around assurance, about social and ethical issues. That’s going to be the thing that changes most minds, most quickly. 
www.businessassurance.com editor:
Its seems to be some type of third party assurance seemed to come through the report quite strongly, be it family and friends, be it assurance providers, whatever it may be. Can you talk a bit about that? 
SOLITAIRE TOWNSEND:
Assurance is one of those complicated words that the public itself doesn’t even recognise or understand. What we recognise and understand is trust and who we trust more than anybody else, each other and the people that we love and the people that we know. I think what’s quite interesting is that there’s beginning to be a somewhat familial relationship that are building up around things such as fairtrade, where  people feel that they understand it, that they recognise it, that it’s a trusted brand. One of the challenges is that there’s only a certain amount of people we are ever going to trust and there are an awful lot of people who are trying to gain our trust at the moment. So, third party assurance good, too much third party assurance, bad. 
www.businessassurance.com editor:
We hear about the risks all the time. We hear about the risk that businesses are facing, the risk that people are facing. 
SOLITAIRE TOWNSEND:
One of the things that I would be terrified to see in the marketplace would be well known brands who have been associated with doing the right thing, beginning to pull back from that. Just imagine for the moment the sense of betrayal that people would have from being suckered into believing that this was right, that a company was doing it, and then being betrayed. It’s almost worst than having never done it in the first place. 
www.businessassurance.com editor:
So that’s the risk, I think you hit it exactly right, what the risk is. But how about the opportunity for a brand who possibly wasn’t seen as a green or an environmentally or a socially responsible brand. How can they use the economic downturn to actually step-up and make a name for themselves? 
SOLITAIRE TOWNSEND:
For the last eight years I’ve been helping companies and others to communicate on assurance and social environmental issues. What I’ve seen over the last three months has been fascinating. A whole load of brands who actually for the last 18 months have kept their head below the parapet because what they don’t want to be done is accused of jumping on the bandwagon, when this was such a great big explosion of interest, green is the new black, everybody wanted to be ethical. You had columns in newspapers dedicated to this. There was actually was a risk of being seen as if you were just going along with the herd. 
What you’re going to see coming up and what you’re going to see going forward is a lot of people who have been keeping quiet to avoid being accused of band-wagoning, saying actually there’s territory to take here. And yes, I put that quite deliberately in forceful marketing terms; there is territory take here with the greenwash beginning to die a death, which it is thankfully. Actually there’s an opportunity to be heard, to share a voice and to cut through the noise with your sustainability messages. 
One of the things which we are going to see going forward as well is some companies within certain sectors wanting to put some clear blue water between themselves and some of their fellow industry companies who haven’t done so well. And the banking example is perfect. There are some companies and Co-operative and maybe some of the other ethical banks who are a perfect example of this, who have not been subject to the same challenges as other banks have because they haven’t been as stupid as some of the other banks have. At what point are they going to start to really put clear blue water between themselves and the other banks, and by the way, to do that they are going to have to criticise their fellows. 
You are going to see that in industry after industry. People are going, we are not going down with this ship, we didn’t create this, we were always different, we are going to let consumers know that we are, and we are going to let consumers know the flip side of that is how bad some of the other banks are. That’s going to be increasingly interesting. We are going to see an awful lot less people standing shoulder to shoulder with the fellow companies within their industry. 
www.businessassurance.com:

Are you seeing a mushrooming in green communications as a result of one business making green claims and as a result their competitor feeling that they need to do the same in order to counteract them? 
SOLITAIRE TOWNSEND:
You have had some industries that have moved much faster than others and the way that that has happened is that one poor brave company will actually put their head above the parapet and will start communicating on this and saying what they think is important and saying what they think the industry should do. 
Then there will be another lot of companies within that industry who will run to keep up because it becomes a leadership position, and eventually everybody starts moving forward. I have an enormous amount of respect for the company to put its head up first because that’s not always a comfortable place to be, and they don’t always reap shall we say the rewards that they deserve. Because as well as getting the plaudits they get a lot of the brick bats. But companies are competitive beasts, at heart they are competitive beasts. At the same time, people don’t particularly like to be too far away from where the rest of their compatriot businesses are and so you see a snowball effect, a feedback loop of this improving. 

My fear sometimes is that you get feedback loops which go in the opposite direction as well and I think that’s what we have seen in the economy. It’s a little bit like a child, it’s if children are competing with each other to be best in class, then you get a positive feedback. If you get children competing with each other going oh no I can’t be bothered doing my homework, you get a negative feedback and everybody gets dragged down with it. What we need to find out is what are the levers that increase the positive competition and competition is great, we need more of it. The positive competition and avoiding the negative competition. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
The final question that Solitaire answered was about what a company should and shouldn’t do during these difficult economic times
SOLITAIRE TOWNSEND:
The question about what someone should do is much easier than what a company shouldn’t do because unfortunately the list of what a company shouldn’t do is so much longer. So the one thing that you shouldn’t do is bandwagon, that’s going to hurt you more. I would prefer you to keep your mouth shut and continue to improve internally and have a very sensible planned objective-led communication in the marketplace, than to put a toe in the water and to see what’s going to work. 

Consumers relate to businesses on social and environmental issues completely differently than they relate to businesses in any other way. It’s very difficult for communicators to get their head around. A consumer is prepared to have a very mercenary relationship with a business on price, and issues such as that. I as a consumer am looking for the best possible price and I accept the fact that you are looking to make the most possible profit. That has been the relationship between consumers and companies since day dot. 
What companies forget is that their relationship on social and environmental grounds is, I am not as a consumer acting purely on my own self-interest when I’m purchasing based on social environmental grounds and therefore I find it very difficult to think that you are, it’s a completely different emotional relationship. So, one thing that you shouldn’t do is assume that this is easy and that you can put a toe in the water. 
The one thing which you should do and it terrifies and horrifies me how few companies do, is to think first about consumers, second around shareholders and third around staff. You should completely reverse that. The best, most productive, safest and in my opinion, most ethical place to start is talk to your staff first because by the way you can spend ten million, ten billion on external communication around your social and environmental issues, if your staff don’t believe, then they in their one-to-one relationships, I said earlier those are the most important relationships, are going to undermine you every step of the way. And if you are able to make them advocates for your brand, they will be the ones who win it. And again, and again, and again, I’ve seen companies that have got that the wrong way around. Consumers get glossy, fabulous, exciting, engaging, totally focused communications, and the staff get one photocopied poster that’s put up beside the tea point saying this is what we expect you to do. Completely the wrong way around. And the report backs me up, 73% of consumers say that fair treatment of employees and suppliers are the priorities. Staff understand this, your consumers understand this, maybe it’s time that businesses did to. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
During the Q and A following the launch of the What Assures Consumers Report, Solitaire led a discussion on regulators and trust. Lets listen to a part of that discussion

SOLITAIRE TOWNSEND:
On figure 7, I think it’s quite interesting how the different bodies affect trust in each other. So, for example, these businesses themselves they’ve no national government, you know they’re least trusted and then you look down to NGOs and campaign groups and consumer watchdogs. The trust in each of them affects each other because one of the ways in which NGOs are reinforcing their relationships is through attacking things such as business, often with good reason. And I can’t help my eye being drawn to the industry regulators. You know, an extremely high level of expectation in fact, forgive me if I’m wrong, but equal to that of consumer watchdogs. A pretty poor level of trust, but not as poor as some others on that list. I work in communications and yesterday I was talking to The Sun and they are absolutely desperate to get some really nice stories from people such as the Environment Agency, showing them policing, what they want is photographs of the top ten UK eco crimes and they want to do that in a way of really kind of bolstering the regulators. It’s like, you know, look our police are out there doing their jobs. Which of course would add to that 22 if the Sun regularly ran “a look at what the regulators are doing, look at how they are policing.”  But of course, it would even further erode the businesses themselves, the little six they’ve already got. So I do think it’s quite interesting about how the mechanisms by which you build trust can sometimes actually undermine trust somewhere else and whether there’s a sort of a trust quotient overall. And all that trust quotient has been eroded so much that actually everyone’s fighting over a generalised lower level of trust rather than necessarily you can boost one side without affecting another. 

SANDY SUTHERLAND, LRQA:

I think sometimes the regulators like to work out of the public view and I think that’s a fact of life,  it’s almost a natural tendency, I don’t know exactly why it’s a natural tendency. Somebody who works in doing independent verification assurance figures, an independent assessment of peoples management systems and the  like, if we come to them and say we want to do a case study on how you progress from A to B. And they go oh.  And we say why not. But to do that we have got to tell people what we were like when we were at A, and that’s just not marketing. You know, the risk associated with that is too high and it’s really difficult. I mean one of the things is even, I ask you, how do you have evidence that what you do is making a difference. Well we say we are know we are  making a difference and they tell us  we are making a difference, but can we make it public, no you can’t.. 
ALAN KNIGHT, ACCOUNTABILITY:
That’s one of those public disclosure transparency and its perceptions isn’t it. Because it’s been found clearly in research that the companies that do admit to shortcomings and then very clearly tell how they’ve addressed those shortcomings and improve performance, they are rewarded in the marketplace. 
SANDY SUTHERLAND:

It’s exactly the same as the philosophy that the way, one of the best ways to get a customer that really relates to you and trusts you is when you deal with a complaint and you deal with it well. And the same philosophy applies to lots of other things. There is a mindset problem and would you trust to go to the Sun with, you know, agree to for what might be confidential information, to be revealed in the Sun of what you, what  you weren’t doing properly and that’s a bit of a big call. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Thank you for listening to the latest episode in the LRQA Business Assurance “Trust and Transparency” Podcast Series. The entire series can be listened to or downloaded on www.businessassurance.com/podcasts, LRQA’s Management Systems community website. The site features 9 sections: Climate Change, Supply Chain, Food Safety, CSR, Product Conformity, Business Continuity, Management Systems, Risk Management and our latest addition, an Asia specific section. Each section features a blog, news on relevant topics, an extensive resources section as well as a global events calendar. For information directly relevant to this series, Madlen King is our Climate Change Section Editor and Deborah Evans is our CSR section editor.

We welcome your input and feedback on this podcast or any other relevant topic. To share your views, click “add comment” at the bottom of any page at www.businessassurance.com.
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