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Featuring Sandy Sutherland, Head of Technical and Regulatory Affairs for Lloyd’s Register Quality Assurance (LRQA)
Welcome to the LRQA Business Assurance “Trust and Transparency” Podcast Series. I’m Neville Hobson . This episode features Sandy Sutherland, Head of Technical and Regulatory Affairs for Lloyd’s Register Quality Assurance (LRQA). 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 in an Economic Downturn report was commissioned by Accountability, conducted online by YouGov, sponsored by the Co-op and supported by LRQA.  Sandy chaired the launch event, as well as participating in the Q and A that followed the event. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Here Sandy talks about the Accountability Gap that proved to be a recurring theme throughout the What Assures Consumers Report, as well as a point of discussion during the launch event.
SANDY SUTHERLAND:
I think this idea of an accountability gap and measuring it is really quite critical. Trust is something that you earn. Unfortunately it’s something you can lose even quicker. I think from knowing where, how that movement is taking place, who has actually indulged in greenwash and as a result has actually lost trust. Who is actually coming out with genuine initiatives and getting the benefit from that. And I think the thing that organisations face is that unless they are looking at how trust is being distributed, the thing they rely on which is basically what they sell on which is their brand, is in severe danger of being undermined and I think this kind of monitoring exercise is quite invaluable and is something that we should do even more of.
NEVILLE HOBSON:
The issue of carbon footprinting as well as green initiatives were a focal point of the Q and A session. Let’s listen to Sandy’s thoughts on carbon footprinting in response to an audience question
Audience Question:
I wanted to ask actually you talked a bit about Fairtrade and the motivation of the people and the connection with people. What about green initiatives and responsibility in terms of the carbon footprint of the product that people are getting, is that something that they are equally interested in continuing? 

SANDY SUTHERLAND:
I think there is a problem in this area as well and we can’t, unfortunately can’t ignore it, and that is what does the carbon footprint mean. What is the  significance and the actual process for determining it is not easy because it  has to cover almost a lifecycle of  the product not just the little bit. And if you look at something you discover, one of the problems about carbon footprinting and all of these labelling systems is that the problem that business faces is to come out with a claim that you’re improving frequently requires you to admit that you were bad in the first place and that is, I think somebody comments on that in the body of the report actually. And it’s a very insightful comment. It actually gets to the heart of the problem and consequently if you are not careful, carbon footprinting, if it’s not done properly, if it’s not meaningful so that when somebody looks at a label they can actually understand what is this actually telling me, it will go the same way as all of the other green washing. 

NEVILLE HOBSON:     Sandy talked about the importance of re-establishing trust between consumers and business.
SANDY SUTHERLAND:    I think this thing about the low levels of trust, I think we are going to have to think again about what constitutes a vested interest because I think there’s subtleties in here that I haven’t really fathomed yet. We all use this phrase; well they would say that wouldn’t they. You really have to ask yourself when you go down that list of who is trusted and who is not, how much are they affected by that kind of attitude? And one of the things that’s eventually going to happen is some of the media things that are trusted at the moment are going to end up being accused of sensationalising things rather than reporting responsibility and then you’ll find the same phrase being applied to them. They would say that, wouldn’t they? And this concept of what constitutes a vested interest becomes quite important. 

And the other thing that seems to me is that if you lose trust in relation to doing one thing that will be applied across a wide range. The government has lost trust in its ability to regulate in the financial sector. Consequently it has lost trust in its ability to regulate full stop. I think this is now being passed on into other areas. Whether or not that’s valid doesn’t matter, that’s the perception, and you’ve got to deal with it. And I think there’s a lot of thinking we are going to  have to do, having read the research two or three times now, there’s a lot  in there that is still to come out. But I think it all comes back to public attitudes to trust. But I think this accountability gap is intriguing. 
NEVILLE HOBSON: Solitaire Townsend and Alan Knight, who features in another episode in this Trust and Transparency Podcast Series, discuss with Sandy the interaction between regulators and media in building consumer trust. 
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 want 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 I’m doing properly and that’s a bit of a big call. 

SANDY SUTHERLAND: 

Ultimately the process of stakeholder engagement is going to be the critical one. And the organisations that can actually properly engage with a really wide range of stakeholders and get the stakeholders to endorse what they are doing are the ones that will ultimately win, will earn trust and I think that’s something that doesn’t really come out. I think that’s a very important part of the AccountAbility process, certainly what they’re doing. And to me that is the ultimate key to generating a level of trust that you can maximise that through that process.
ALAN KNIGHT:

Yes, there are real people behind all of these things and issues and companies.
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Sandy closed the event by offering a few final thoughts on the most important issues that the What Assures Consumers report highlighted

SANDY SUTHERLAND:
Leave you with a few thoughts to go home with. I think that what we have been talking about this morning was about trust. Who do you trust, who can you trust? We have looked at and seen the idea of the “accountability ga. I think that’s, a lot of messages for businesses and how it affects their brand. I think there are a lot of messages in that for government and regulators about the level of that gap and what it contains for them. The idea that people are looking for more independent validation of, or verification of claims that are made, that certainly comes out in the report. We have heard about watchdogs and media but I think ultimately it doesn’t matter what form of independent verification people look for, as soon as they perceive that it’s been done from a point of view of a vested interest, confidence in it will collapse. 

Ethical labels, yes we have heard about that. Fair trade and the confidence of people, again its confidence that people are giving I think. I will come back to a statement I made earlier for you to take away, trust has to be earned, but you have to remember easily it can be lost. As for the underlying theme of today, with all the recession, hail the dawn of the age of responsibility, I really don’t know. 

Thank you very much for all coming. I trust you have found it enlightening this morning. 
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.

Sandy Sutherland is also featured in the Business Assurance Management Systems Podcast Series, which is available at www.businessassurance.com/managementsystems/podcasts .

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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