
Our global context

A rapidly 
changing 
world

We operate in a rapidly changing 
world. With diverse and complex 
issues impacting on the wellbeing  
of society, the planet and business, 
we must find effective ways  
to support livelihoods and achieve 
sustainable economic growth,  
within the limits of the planet. 

Our success depends on effectively identifying 
and managing the risks and opportunities 
associated with the global trends that impact on 
our business, and working with others to find 
long-term solutions. 

Here, we set out some of the global 
megatrends affecting society and our business. 
These megatrends have been considered in the 
development of our Growing Responsibly model, 
and continue to inform our action areas and 
commitments. Follow the links to discover  
how we are responding.

Occupational safety  
and health 

Occupational safety and health is a key element 
in achieving sustained decent working conditions 
and a strong safety culture. Close to 80% of all 
International Labour Organization (ILO) standards 
and instruments are either wholly or partly 
concerned with issues related to occupational 
safety and health1.

The human, social and economic costs of 
occupational incidents, diseases and major 
industrial disasters have long been cause for 
concern at all levels from the individual workplace 
to the national and international. The economic 
costs of these incidents – taking into account 
compensation, lost working time, interruption 
of production, training and retraining, medical 
expenses, etc. amount to approximately 4%2 of 
global GDP every year, and possibly much more.

As a minimum, stakeholders expect businesses 
to apply robust risk management controls and 
procedures to keep people safe – including 
employees, contractors and people who are 
impacted by their operations. 

Socio-demographic change  
and the future of work
Today’s socially conscious employees are 
looking for purposeful, rewarding careers with 
companies that contribute clear social, economic 
and environmental value. Stakeholders also 
expect businesses to create jobs and contribute 
to the skills and technical capacity of the 
markets in which they operate. Enhancing talent 
pipelines and developing employees provides 
long-term and sustainable opportunities for 
business to create the skills capacity they need. 
Skills development will be critical in areas where 
automation, digitalisation, artificial intelligence and 
other trends could reduce or remove the need 
for lower-skilled jobs. Engaging employees and 
providing inspiring opportunities for personal 
and professional growth also helps to boost 
productivity and commitment, and attracts 
talented people.

Globally, demographic shifts especially in 
emerging markets, the ageing population 
and urbanisation have consequences for the 
recruitment and retention of skilled and motivated 
people, especially in more remote and rural 
locations. These shifts may provide access to 
a different, wider talent pool for employers, and 
those employers that are fair, equitable and 
inclusive will have the advantage when it comes  
to attracting the best people. 

Ensuring that age, gender, race and health 
does not limit any person’s opportunities, 
engagement and success in the workplace is 
key. Diverse teams demonstrably perform better 
and are more productive, can better support 
business strategy and objectives, and are better 
positioned to address the different needs and 
interests of stakeholder groups in a globalised 
business environment. 

Growing Responsibly action area

Employee and contractor safety 
See page 27

Growing Responsibly action areas

A skilled and committed workforce 
See page 32

Fairness and diversity in the workplace  
See page 36

1 http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports 
/@dcomm/@publ/documents/publication/wcms_093550.pdf

2 http://www.un.org/en/events/safeworkday/
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Demand for sustainable products
Socio-economic and demographic changes 
globally and especially in emerging markets 
impact customer demand and purchasing power, 
as billions enter the middle classes by 2030 and 
as lifestyles become more urban, fast-paced and 
convenience-driven, but equally moving towards 
responsible, and socially conscious purchasing 
behaviour. Customers want products that are 
sourced, produced and disposed of responsibly, 
and legitimacy of businesses will be increasingly 
linked to the real value created for society as a 
whole, rather than for a few. 

With more people looking for products that align 
with their values, the global market for sustainable 
goods continues to expand: a study of 30,000 
consumers in 60 countries shows that 66% 
are willing to pay more for sustainable brands3. 
Developing solutions that are manufactured 
within the limits of the planet and enable society 
to address its challenges makes clear social, 
environmental and business sense and opens up 
opportunities for brand growth on a global scale. 

Limited availability  
of sustainable fibre
Forests are core to the cultures and livelihoods of 
communities worldwide: some 300 million people 
live in forests and millions more depend directly on 
them for their livelihoods4.

Deforestation and illegal logging contribute to 
biodiversity loss and climate change, negatively 
impact on ecosystem services, and encroach on 
the livelihoods and human rights of people around 
the world. 

The last few decades have seen a slowdown in net 
global deforestation. More forest areas are coming 
under protection and more countries are actively 
improving forest management. Despite this, only 
around 11%5 of global forests are certified and 
the shortage of sustainable fibre on the market 
remains a significant challenge. Current certification 
schemes are not yet able to meet global demand, 
and while solutions are being sought, certifications’ 
complexity and resource demands lead to many 
communities and small and medium forest owners 
remaining excluded, and most forests remaining 
uncertified. A risk-based and collaborative 
approach by businesses, NGOs, certification 
schemes, farmers and others is needed to create 
environmental, social and economic value for all 
stakeholders across the value chain. 

Climate change
Climate change continues to be one of the 
greatest threats facing society, the environment 
and the economy. Despite international action, 
GHG emissions continue to rise with knock-on 
effects for biodiversity, water and food security. 
The Paris climate accord, negotiated and signed 
by 195 countries and adopted in December 
2015, sets out a global action plan to limit global 
warming to well below 2°C above pre-industrial 
level. Achieving this will require urgent and 
fundamental action, beyond business as usual. 
Stakeholders expect businesses to play a part – 
both in reducing emissions and providing solutions 
for mitigating and adapting to climate change. 

Pollution, resource scarcity  
and industrial growth
Industrial growth since the mid-20th century has 
created wealth, development and economic growth, 
but it has also endangered the crucial environmental 
systems that society relies on6. Humanity currently 
uses the equivalent of 1.6 planets7 to provide 
its resources and absorb its waste. The global 
population is growing at a rapid pace, especially 
in urban areas. Economic power and production 
patterns are also shifting to the east and south, 
with overall trade volumes and disposable incomes 
rising. With some 3.6 billion people expected to 
enter the middle classes by 2030, up from 1.7 billion 
people today8, demographic and economic shifts 
are driving increased demand for basic materials, 
energy and natural resources such as water. 

Water is essential for sustaining livelihoods, 
wellbeing and development. Access to water  
is a basic human right, but competing  
demands for its use in agriculture, households  
and industry are impacting both water quality  
and availability, particularly for the most vulnerable. 
According to the 2030 Water Resources Group, 
without improvements in how water is managed 
and used, the world could face a 40% supply gap 
by 2030. Society increasingly expects business to 
play a role in mitigating and reversing these adverse 
impacts and to support development that does not 
come at the cost of people and nature. 

Growing Responsibly action areas

Solutions that create value for our customers  
See page 77

Sustainable fibre 
See page 41

Supplier conduct and responsible procurement 
See page 66

Growing Responsibly action areas

Sustainable fibre 
See page 41

Supplier conduct and responsible procurement 
See page 66

Biodiversity and ecosystems  
See page 59

Relationships with communities 
See page 71

Growing Responsibly action areas

Climate change 
See page 47

Biodiversity and ecosystems 
See page 59

Growing Responsibly action areas

Climate change 
See page 47

Biodiversity and ecosystems 
See page 59

Constrained resources and environmental impacts 
See page 53

3 https://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/nielsenglobal/dk/
docs/global-sustainability-report-oct-2015.pdf

4 http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/deforestation/ 

6 From WWF Living Planet Report 2016

7 Global Footprint Network © 2013–2018

8 Business in the Community, The Prince’s Responsible 
Business Network, ‘Forces for change’ report

5 UNECE/FAO Forest Products Annual Market  
Review 2016-2017
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Loss of biodiversity and ecosystems
Ongoing deforestation and land conversion 
continue to cause biodiversity loss, and are 
major contributors to climate change. WWF’s 
Living Planet Index 2016 highlights the severe 
degradation of ecosystems and loss of habitat 
and species that has occurred over the last 
decades. This has had a significant negative 
effect on ecosystem services upon which 
communities and business rely – especially soils, 
water and biodiversity. Without action, the world 
will become much less hospitable to our modern 
globalised society. 

The last remaining Intact Forest Landscapes, 
like those in Russia, face increasing pressure. 
Sustainable management of secondary 
boreal forests is crucial to ensuring their 
future. Additionally, freshwater ecosystems 
are under increasing pressure, especially in 
water-stressed areas such as South Africa. 
Responsible stewardship of wetlands and 
freshwater ecosystems is the only sustainable  
way to meet the needs of communities 
and business.

Business and human rights
Human rights issues have become increasingly 
central to the public debate about the interaction 
between business and society. Today, respecting 
human rights is a global standard of conduct for all 
businesses, not only within their own operations, 
but also across their supply chains, wherever they 
operate. The issues include child labour or forced 
labour within the supply chain, safety and security 
practices, relationships with local communities 
and environmental pollution causing harm to 
people’s health. There’s an increasing expectation 
of businesses to proactively tackle their human 
rights issues, particularly in areas of weak 
governance. Meanwhile, legislation is expanding, 
with changes such as the introduction of the  
UK Modern Slavery Act. 

Globalised, complex business 
supply chains 
We operate in an increasingly connected world. 
With widespread use of the internet, mobile 
technology and social media, society now 
has greater access to a much wider range of 
information and the ability to use their collective 
power to shape business and influence public 
policy. In the eyes of today’s stakeholders, 
businesses are responsible for managing their 
impact not only within their own operations, but 
also across their supply chains. 

Global socio-economic shifts can provide business 
opportunities, but they may also mean greater 
exposure to risks such as human rights violations, 
poor environmental practices or controversial 
sourcing of raw materials. With production moving 
to emerging markets and business models 
changing dramatically, it is increasingly complex but 
more important than ever that business improves 
transparency of global supply chains and addresses 
risks related to human rights and environmental 
impact of supply chains. Global brands need to 
mitigate these adverse impacts on people and 
ecosystems using their resources and expertise, 
networks and financial leverage to drive responsible 
business. Achieving meaningful change means 
working together across global supply chains to 
develop practical, risk-based solutions that mitigate 
impacts where it is needed most. This is especially 
important in countries of weaker governance as 
suppliers move production to the emerging markets 
and business models change dramatically. 

Business and communities 
Business is key to development. But for 
business to thrive, it is dependent on a healthy 
and prosperous local community for talent 
and skills, for supply of goods and services, 
for infrastructure, for political and economic 
stability, and for social legitimacy and stakeholder 
acceptance. Business cannot succeed in 
societies that fail. Likewise, where and when 
business is stifled, societies fail to thrive. 
A mutually beneficial relationship between 
business and community makes social, economic 
and environmental sense.

Growing Responsibly action areas

Biodiversity and ecosystems 
See page 59

Constrained resources and environmental impacts 
See page 53

Relationships with communities 
See page 71

Growing Responsibly action areas

Supplier conduct and responsible procurement 
See page 66

Sustainable fibre 
See page 41

Fairness and diversity in the workplace  
See page 36

Growing Responsibly action areas

Fairness and diversity in the workplace  
See page 36

Supplier conduct and responsible procurement 
See page 66

Growing Responsibly action area

Relationships with communities 
See page 71
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