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Quotes from Kate Ives and Dr Alan Knight, AccountAbility
Welcome to the LRQA Business Assurance “Trust and Transparency” Podcast Series. Episode 5 features quotes from Kate Ives of AccountAbility and Dr Alan Knight, the Head of Standards and Related Services at Accountability. Kate is one of the authors The What Assures Consumers in an Economic Downturn report, which was launched on April 23,2009 at the Lloyd’s Register HQ in London. We were there and interviewed several of the key speakers and attendees. Both Kate and Alan were on the panel at the What Assures Consumers Launch event.  The report was commissioned by AccountAbility, conducted online by YouGov, sponsored by the Co-op and supported by LRQA. 

NEVILLE HOBSON:
Kate opened the launch event by discussing some of the key findings in the report. Here is a part of that opening presentation
KATE IVES:
So, the first graph, I hope that’s visible. The first section of the report, we look at consumer spending and we ask a question about product labels. So the dark blue is the question. What labels have you used in the last six months to inform your purchasing decisions? And then we asked, and what do you intend to use in the next six months? So, this from the January date in which we asked the question. You can see that they are broadly the same. We saw a small increase in people saying they will use more; they will buy more British products. Most of the labels in fact, there was a small increase. 

When we asked about how consumers judge companies and what issues they find important, this is a comparison with a survey that we ran in 2006. So, again you can see that there are many similarities. We have seen a slight move of prioritisations. So, previously things like products, service, and quality were quite important. Now we are getting employees and suppliers as the primary issue that people are concerned with. In fact, I think 73% of the people that answered the survey wanted fair treatment of employees and suppliers. That’s perhaps indicative of people feeling a little unsettled during the recession about their own work and their own employment. 

So this is the channels of information that consumers use to form their opinion about companies. I think this graph is actually quite staggering. I hope you are able to see it. From celebrities at the top, I’m pleased to say only 5% of people would trust using a celebrity endorsement. It goes down to leaflets, business websites, in-store promotions and as you continue down, independent blogs, friends and family, colleagues, the media, and at the bottom consumer watchdogs score most highly. Now I think what’s indicative about this graph is that the biggest scores are for independent means of assurance. These are sources of information that aren’t controlled by the business. 

This should be fairly simple to understand. Mostly needs trusted sectors. We focused on retail and banks and you’ll see that distrust for retailers is quite low, 13%. Significant levels of trust 36%. But this is almost completely reversed when we look at the banking sector. And several indications of that. It means it’s a tough world for banks at the moment, banks are being tarnished by the same brush, people are judging the entire sector perhaps, rather than individual companies. So, for those banks that perhaps weren’t culpable in the recession, this is a difficult time for them in their communications about particularly sustainability initiative. 
Now the finale if you will, of the report, is the two questions. Which institutions are responsible for ensuring that business behaves responsibly? And on the dark blue on the left, is the response to that. So, we have in order, regulators, and watchdogs, businesses themselves and government. I think I got that right. So, they’re the institutions that are most responsible. 

For the follow-up question to that was well who do you trust to deliver on that responsibility? And you will see the pale blue bars are a lot, lot shorter than who is responsible. There’s a huge gap, we are calling this the accountability gap, between responsibility and trust to deliver. The biggest gap is at the top, indicated by the negative fifty and that’s for businesses. So, businesses only hold 6% trust, that’s extraordinarily low. Second worst place is local and national government. The budget was out yesterday, I’m sure we all have opinions on that, but will the negative 39 be impacted, who knows. 

Now the only positive results for accountability if you will, for this question, comes back to consumer watchdogs who scored plus 5. So they have high responsibility but they also have very high trust and that came out through several of the questions that we asked which is quite interesting and has implications for their role at the moment. 

So, what does all this mean? We found really that there are initiatives at the moment to try and raise the bar across many sectors, across the entire sector so we are seeing security in initiatives that are led, business in business, cross sector partnerships and so on, but we are really looking at the need to raise the bar across particularly the financial services sector. 

What can businesses do when trust in them is so low? Well, one of the things that we think might help that is enhanced stakeholder engagement, especially if you think back to levels of assurance and the need for independent assurance for consumers at this time. How can businesses create that level of independent assurance? It’s through working with partners, through NGOs, to label initiatives and the consumer groups themselves. There’s also an element that we found that consumers being less tolerate perhaps of overstated claims and green wash. So, we are really trying to push the message at the moment, tone down the language and only communicate what you know you can prove because you may well be asked about it. 

For standard developers and researchers there’s a big issue relating to reporting and how we measure sustainability and impact. When the financial services sector has come crashing down, it’s interesting to note that HBOS and many of the other banks are actually the most accountable companies by various different indexes that are running in the UK and overseas. 

So, what’s going on there? Something is up. We are not measuring it accurately. Perhaps sustainability isn’t insulated as a core business of financial performance enough, that’s one thing. But I think also, standard developers and researchers like ourselves have to get better at measuring the link, making sure that our indexes are actually measuring the true financial and sustainability performance. 

There’s also a lot of consumer groups who have as I mentioned, high levels of trust, what can they do in this space to fill in the accountability gap? To, help consumers be aware of their rights and where you can go to if they have issues to raise. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
We interviewed Dr Alan Knight after the event. Here are some of the quotes from the interview between Alan and our website editor

www.businessassurance.com editor:
Independent assurance was repeatedly highlighted in the report and was also discussed today quite extensively. How do you see independent assurance and the role that it plays for consumers? 
DR ALAN KNIGHT:
We have to understand that independence alone is not the only criteria required to rebuild trust. Independence has to be coupled with the necessary knowledge and skills and rigour to ensure that that independent voice actually has something valid to say, and what it says is credible. 

So, while independence is very, very important, I would caution against independence being seen as the panacea. One of the interesting things that came out of the report was that if you look at the top of the table that deals with credible voices and pathways, at the top all of the kinds of groups at the top, they’re all independent. Whereas all of the groups at the bottom have some kind of vested interest in the message, either a financial stake or their employees of the organisation or something like that. So, how do you compare the quality and credibility of the information being received from your brother or your mother to the quality and credibility of the information that you’re receiving from an independent professional body such as LRQA and how do you actually match up and understand that relationship between those voices and those pathways? That’s a very interesting and difficult bit of analysis that needs to be done still. 

www.businessassurance.com editor: 
If you can tell us a little bit about the issues of trust and transparency that the Accountability Report has highlighted. 

DR ALAN KNIGHT:
I think one of the things that the report has highlighted is there’s a huge accountability gap between what consumers expect of various constituencies, business, the government and various types of civil society organisations, watchdog bodies and so on. And the level of trust they actually have in those organisations to achieve the level of accountability that is expected of them. And I think one of the things that came up very, very clearly in the report is that whilst there are very high expectations  of businesses and governments to be accountable that the level of confidence that the public has, the consumers have in government and business to actually perform accountably is very, very low. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Alan also addressed the key “accountability gap” issue which was a recurring topic of conversation throughout the day

DR ALAN KNIGHT:
One of the important things that came out of this was the recognition that business and government between them have the largest accountability gaps, which points very, very clearly to the breakdown in the relationship between regulatory and volunteer mechanisms and a need to address that as an issue of significant priority. I think that, it reinforces an existing dialogue in a very helpful way. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Thank you for listening to the latest episode in the LRQA Business Assurance “Trust and Transparency” Podcast Series. For more information on AccountAbility, visit their site at www.accountability21.net. You can also download all of the What Assures Consumers series directly from their site. The entire “Trust and Transparency” podcast 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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