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Interview with Helen McTaggart, The Co-operative
Welcome to the LRQA Business Assurance “Trust and Transparency” Podcast Series. This episode features an interview with Helen McTaggart of the Co-op. 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. Included here are clips from our interview with Helen, as well as quotes from her opening presentation and the Q and A that followed the launch event.

NEVILLE HOBSON:
Helen was one of the panellists for the event. Here she talks about two of the key results from the research

HELEN McTAGGART: 
So there’s two points that I really want to highlight from the research that are particularly meaningful for business practitioners. The first one is, well it’s just the clear evidence of the continued strength of responsible business practise.

The data that Kate will have presented on labelling, shows that almost across the board consumers are saying that they still want to make ethical purchasing decisions. This is borne out by our own experience at the Co-operative where last year alone we saw a 44% uplift in Fairtrade sales, which is brilliant.
Looking at business as a whole, customers remain consistent in what they want to see businesses doing. And as Harriet (Harriet Lamb, Fairtrade CEO) said, they want to be dealt with as people, people as consumers but also the recognition of the people behind the suppliers and producers.
I think the second interesting point is the really startling low level of trust in the dominant ownership model. The research registered a 4% trust level in PLCs. And looking at shareholders alone, this was a staggering 2%. So, only 2% of consumers trust those people that own the majority of businesses in the UK to deliver on their responsibility obligations. This realises itself in the way that businesses are able to communicate to their consumers.
NEVILLE HOBSON: 
Helen compared the results of the initial What Assures Consumers research in 2006 and the latest results from the 5th edition of the research
HELEN McTAGGART:

When we did this research first in 2006, we found quite a high level of willingness among consumers to trust what businesses are saying at face value. But really in 2009, what we are seeing is a turn away from this and a turn towards those third parties, such as family and friends, third level, third party accreditation schemes and NGOs as well. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Helen went on to discuss the two key factors that are working in the Co-operatives favour

HELEN McTAGGART:
I think there are two key characteristics to highlight in co-operative and mutual business structures which can feed into this resilience. The first is the nature of the ownership. Co-operatives are owned by members who represent essentially patient capital, they’re loyal owners, they’re not going anywhere, and they are prepared to wait in the long term for business results, rather than chasing shorter term rewards. 
The second is a far, far greater and more integrated responsiveness to stakeholders. It’s fundamental in co-operatives that there’s a continual consultation process between members and customers. So, in 2008 alone, a quarter of a million customers and members of the co-operative societies had the chance to have a real meaningful say on business practise through our new food business radical policy, our bank ethical policy and our community programmes. And it’s this responsiveness to community and customer needs which allows co-operatives and mutuals, and partnerships such as John Lewis, to be particularly strong even in an economic downturn.
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Finally, Helen summed up the key findings of the report
HELEN McTAGGART:
So what clear recommendations can businesses take away? Well I think there’s a real prevailing mood in the media at the moment that times are bad, and a bit of a myth to be honest, that there’s a sort of universal flight away from values towards value. But at the Co-operative to be honest, we believe that this simply isn’t true. It’s not borne out in sales data and it’s not borne out in research such as What Assures Consumers.
Therefore we urge all businesses to stick by responsible business practises to keep working with NGOs and third party accreditations. Because let’s be honest, come the upturn consumers will think particularly badly of those businesses who have been seen to shy away from responsibility as soon as times get hard. I think what we can take away from this research is a phrase that Harriet used, which is that consumers are still giving businesses a permission to care, permission to behave responsibly and that will be rewarded in purchasing decisions. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
At the close of the event, there was a Q and A session with the audience. Here are some of the quotes from Helen during that session. Here she answers a question on the What Assures Consumers report’s results regarding standards and government regulation
Q and A Interviewer:
Helen, I mean, this seems to indicate that the consuming public wants greater intervention on behalf of governments. As a company representative how do you feel about that? 

HELEN McTAGGART:
What jumps out for me looking at that table, if we are sort of talking about repairing what’s broken. Controlling businesses in part should be done by shareholders. But yet only 2% of people believe that that can take place and just to me that shows that consumers don’t know that as shareholders they have a legitimate voice in the regulation of companies and making demands upon companies and to actually behave better and act in a responsible way. So, probably where I’d come in on that point is that there needs to be a better education of  the shareholding public as it were, about what their rights are, what their voice is.
NEVILLE HOBSON:
An audience member’s question on organisations rebuilding trust was one of the themes of the launch event, both from the panellists and the audience. Helen provided us with her opinion on what it will take for some sectors to regain consumer trust

Audience Question:
So in your opinion, what do you think these institutions should do to make consumers less sceptical of their actions, as they start doing more, operating more responsible business? 

HELEN McTAGGART:
I suppose will consumers regain their trust in the financial institutions that have dominated the banking landscape for the last ten years? It’s very very difficult to say, and of course it all depends entirely on what they do. Will they trust ethical initiatives, well ethical banking is a very large undertaking, it’s not something you know, and in retailing you deal in the selling of products so you can quite easily introduce ethical products on to your shelves and still have a value offering as well. Whereas to do ethical banking properly you have to screen all the finance that you take from business deposits and that you lend out to organisations. So you have to make sure that those organisations that you are lending to aren’t unethical by whatever, you set that. It’s definitely not something that can be undertaken lightly and I probably wouldn’t predict that it would happen in any of the mainstream banks that have been prominent in the landscape. But I would like to point out an interesting trend that has become apparent  over the last couple of  weeks and that’s, you’ve got a sector with broken trust as in the banking sector, and you’ve got a sector with quite high levels of trust as in the retail sector. And what we are seeing is those companies that have such high historical levels of trust looking at that sector and thinking, can I take my trust and apply it to a sector where there’s a crisis of trust. So, Tesco’s have started to ramp up their banking facilities and they are now offering increasingly banking facilities within their own stores. So if I was going to highlight a trend in the movement of trust in the banking sector I would say the movement of non-dominant players to become more and more household names in that sector. 
NEVILLE HOBSON:
In her closing remarks, Helen focussed on sustainable reporting and rebuilding trust, touching on what organisations need to do to regain consumer trust

HELEN McTAGGART:

I’d like to make a couple of closing points. The first point is around the area of sustainability reporting. Not sure how much this was brought out in the opening presentation, but it is highlighted within this report that there has been perhaps a mismatch between those organisations who have been able to perform quite well in sustainable reporting criteria and in fact those organisations who may now have been exposed to be not particularly sustainable in their business practices at all. 

So, I think this really highlights the fact that sustainability reporting has to be a fundamental part of business practice. If it’s just about the piece of paper that it’s written, then it’s no good for anybody. It has to be about a business looking internally at itself and rooting out the corporate myths which may lead to businesses being unwilling to do these case studies and admit where they we're at point A. But only by rooting those things out and actually being honest and transparent about them, can they really put themselves in the position where they deserve trust and they can set themselves up to earn trust in the long term. 

And the second point is to just reiterate the confidence and the permission to care that research such as the latest in What Assures Consumers series has highlighted. And I think it will be very interesting to look at those cluster of businesses who were kind of fated to be the sustainability champions a year or two ago and this is those cluster of businesses who are still there, sticking it out in 2010 and 2011. Maybe by looking at those businesses who have done the marathon as it were, we will be able to discover what is really credible in sustainable business practice. 

NEVILLE HOBSON: Here is the interview with our editor conducted with Helen after the launch event.
www.businessassurance.com:
What are your thoughts on the results of the ‘what assures consumers in the economic downturn’ report? 

HELEN McTAGGART:
Well, if I was to take one key message from what assures consumers, the latest report, it would be the fact that consumers haven’t really substantially shifted their attitudes away from what they were telling us in 2006 and 2007. And that was that they do value responsible business practices and equally that they do intend to continue to make ethical purchasing decisions. So there’s been hardly any stated intention to decrease any purchasing of for example Fairtrade products with energy efficiency labels or sustainable wood or fish sourcing.

www.businessassurance.com:
What are the risks and opportunities for organisations during the current economic climate? 

HELEN McTAGGART:
Well clearly no business can be entirely immune, especially in retail, to the factors in the larger economy. So, obviously there’s going to be a tightening on sales and also on profits especially as you see the cost that it takes to take a product to shelf increasing. So I think the risk would be that businesses take fright and shy away from being bold, and being brave, and continue to innovate. And it is possible to trace back previous downturns and take note of those businesses that have failed to continue to be on top of new product development or brand innovation. And they are really the ones who are particularly ill-placed to make the benefit of the upturn when that does inevitably come back around again. 

www.businessassurance.com:
Has the economic downturn changed the way the Co-op use environmental and sustainability issues? 

HELEN McTAGGART:
I think on the whole, the economic downturn hasn’t changed the way that the Co-operative views environmental and social issues. But what it has made us convinced of is the need to be even more determined to stick up for what we would call our unique way of business, and to continue to promote the Co-operative business model and engage members on issues that are important to them regardless of what’s going on in the wider economy. 

www.businessassurance.com:
How does that perception of the Co-op as clearly a brand who has morals and ethics, and even during the economic downturn, how does that affect the corporate culture?

HELEN McTAGGART:
I think our success in the economic downturn is absolutely a positive thing for our business in the corporate culture because whereas if you look back ten years, it wasn’t cool to work for the Co-op or particularly to shop at the Co-op, our shops didn’t necessarily look as good as they do now. But what you are really finding now is a real sense of pride and a feeling that it’s a really exciting place to work and that feeling’s definitely in the air for us at the moment. I think what the challenge will be is ensuring that that momentum keeps going, that we don’t get complacent and sit back on our laurels, but we keep pushing our unique agenda forward and providing a really viable alternative for consumers in the retail markets. 

www.businessassurance.com:
Were there any findings within the ‘what  assures  consumers’ report that were surprising to the  Co-op, that may even have an impact, change  the way you operate? 

HELEN McTAGGART: 
I suppose looking at the results from the latest ‘what assures consumers’ report, one thing that really has to standout for anybody that reads the research is the shear impetus for consumers to turn more towards those third party bodies. So whether that’s independent accreditation such as labelling initiatives or consumer watchdogs, and really look at them and take messages from them as to the current market conditions. So what I think will be a challenge for the Co-operative as well any other business is to really think about  how we can effectively work with those organisations to ensure that the result is win-win both for business and consumers.
NEVILLE HOBSON:
Thank you for listening to this 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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