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What People Are Saying…


It Really Is Just Good Business


I’m a massive fan of Schumacher’s “Small is Beautiful” and the values he ascribes to are reflected in this beautiful, little book.


It Really Is Just Good Business is a faced-paced, easy to read business book. The stand-out benefit for me is the wonderfully practical and yet always challenging style of the author. She won’t let you off the hook!


Small and micro-business owners hate being patronised by so-called experts, but they will love going on this journey of improvement as a responsible business because the author has decades of real-life experience running her own small businesses. Her practical approach shines through.


If you want to be challenged and to improve, you and your business will love this book.


Tony Robinson OBE, Micro Business Champion and Speaker, author of The Happipreneur and Freedom from Bosses Forever


Jill Poet has performed a great service to those seeking how to succeed in business. With wisdom, Jill shares her almost 50 years of experience running her own business or working for micro and small businesses in a practical way. She lays out concrete evidence that being ethical and responsible as a business is not a cost. It brings in more profits. You will be able to immediately see how you can bring and promote responsibility in your business by implementing her advice. Jill also possesses the ability to deliver a clear road map that will enable you to effectively communicate your ethics to the world and get precise results over and over again. Follow her advice inside It Really Is Just Good Business, and you’ll discover a whole new level of financial and ethical success.


Mitali Deypurkaystha, Founder of The Vegan Publisher, author of international bestseller The Freedom Master Plan


I loved Jill’s book – hugely readable, highly relatable. I particularly like all the practical suggestions including those to give back to the community. The more businesses do this, even just a little, the more we can really make a change. Recommend a read for anyone who wants to run a business – but responsibly.


Jan Cavelle, author of Scale for Success


It Really Is Just Good Business is a great read for any business no matter what the size, it makes you look at your business in different ways. Gives you encouragement that you can make a difference one small step at a time.


Janet Jack, CEO of the Institute of Accountants and Bookkeepers, and the International Association of Accounting Professionals


There is no doubt that culture in business is changing. Jill is the ultimate expert in the UK on this transition and how it is being driven forward by passionate small business owners. In It Really Is Just Good Business, Jill gives a personable, easy to read account of how business culture is evolving and why, using plenty of real-life examples.


Mike Jennings, Chairman of the Jennings Group of Companies, author of Valuable: How a Values Enabled Culture Can Inspire You to Sustainable Profit


It is becoming clearer by the year that businesses that purely exist for profit alone are not the future. It is essential for the future of humanity that eventually all businesses have a social and environmental purpose. It is the myriad of small businesses that have led the way on being a force for good, and Jill has been a pioneer of the movement through the Organisation for Responsible Businesses. Her book, It Really Is Just Good Business, in a common-sense style, shows the way that you as a small business can make a difference – the practical examples, business wisdom and case studies make this essential reading for the successful small businesses of the future.


Paul Hargreaves, CEO of Cotswold Fayre & Flourish, B Corp Ambassador, author of Forces for Good and The Fourth Bottom Line


Adnams has been pursuing a responsible business strategy for many years. This is led through its purpose and driven by its values. This approach is often seen as the domain of large corporates, and nothing could be further from the truth. Jill brings to life the role of the small and medium sized businesses, highlights opportunities and makes an important contribution to the wider debate.


Dr Andy Wood OBE DL, CEO of Adnams Plc, ex Professor of Corporate Leadership at University of East Anglia, co-author of Creating a Lean and Green Business System


I commend It Really Is Just Good Business not just to small businesses but also to senior corporate managers, politicians and policy makers, business consultants and advisers, students and educators — in fact, anyone interested in saving the planet for future generations. Not only is it comprehensive and clearly written, it is also packed with real-life cases and written from experience by someone who is passionate about the topic. Perhaps of more importance still, it is hard-hitting and makes the point that we are never too small to make a difference.


Professor David A. Kirby, BA, PhD, author of Entrepreneurship, co-author of Small Firms and Economic Development in Developed and Transition Economies, and co-founder of Harmonious Entrepreneurship Society


Business has spent two centuries creating pollution, climate change, biodiversity loss and resource depletion. We now have 50 years to use the tools of business to put things right. This welcome and exciting book recruits small businesses to that task - without losing sight of their primary function of financial success.


Tom Levitt, Centre for Responsible Business Advisory Board Member, author of Welcome to GoodCo, The Company Citizen, The Courage to Meddle


Corporate social responsibility (CSR) and good corporate citizenship are no longer the preserve of big business! Shining a light on the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ small businesses navigate the complexities of CSR and understand its relevance to them is long overdue. Jill’s excellent book does this. It provides insights, examples and a blueprint for the 5 million small businesses which constitute 99% of all private businesses in the UK to help understand how CSR might help them in all facets of their business, become more sustainable (in terms of the planet and their own longer-term survival), create and deliver their own CSR programmes and, thereby, become better corporate citizens. I commend this excellent and practical book to all businesses from the smallest to the largest.


Rob Challis, Founder and CEO of Tangent Synergy Limited, Chairman of Trekstock and Success Club CIO charities


As an author and ESG advisor myself, I can wholeheartedly recommend It Really Is Just Good Business as an informative and worthwhile read. Jill’s informal, conversational style makes her content memorable and easy to digest. Her relevant quotes are well placed. Unlike other standards, Jill’s references to business continuity planning are critically important when we consider the pandemic impacts and that most start-ups and early-stage businesses fail to reach five years old. Applying this book to your business can open opportunities and tenders to major accounts with large supply chains. That’s proof values sustain value.


Clive Bonny, Director of Strategic Management Services and PassivPod, co-author of Business Ethics, author of Salesperson’s Pocketbook
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Introduction


A Different Way Of Doing Business


This book introduces a different way of doing business – a better way! A way that combines profitability with embedded ethics and values.


In today’s society, your customers increasingly want more than good products and services. They want to know that your company cares about people which in turn means caring about the environment. It may not be the primary consideration for everyone, but it can certainly be the deciding factor in most cases. So, naturally, we will discuss this in more detail in the following chapters.


But responsible business also means having appropriate systems to ensure operational efficiency, reduce risk, and meet and exceed legislation. By adopting this pragmatic, broad-based, holistic approach to responsible business, your company will flourish and be more profitable and sustainable for the longer term.


But this book is not about that lofty aspiration of perfection; it aims to provide a realistic strategy that enables businesses to strive for continual improvement. It’s an approach that cherishes small steps and the power of the journey.


As the saying goes:


‘Inch by inch is a cinch; mile by mile is a trial.’


Who Is This Book For?




	Budding entrepreneurs and start-ups


	Sole proprietors and freelancers


	Micro and small business owners


	Company directors


	Social entrepreneurs


	Charity CEOs


	Senior managers


	Front line managers


	HR personnel


	Marketing professionals


	Business students


	Business advisors and consultants


	CSR and sustainability professionals


	Academics





Our focus is on micro and small businesses, but the same principles can be readily applied to corporate giants.


Getting Maximum Benefit From This Book


This book isn’t a novel. There isn’t a plot that you need to follow. It is merely a collection of my thoughts and experiences miraculously spilt onto paper. Okay. That is a slight exaggeration. I wish it had been that easy. But the point is, you do not need to read this book from cover to cover. I implore you to begin by reading Chapter 1, but otherwise, feel free to dip in and out as you wish. There will be aspects that you might want to miss altogether. For example, there is quite an extensive section on social enterprise that you may feel is just not for you. However, there is often a sting in the tail that relates to just how important micro and small businesses are. So, even if a chapter or section is not your top priority, please check it out at some point.


A point to note is that the intention of this book is not to tell you what to do. Instead, it encourages you to consider what is important to you and how it relates to your business. I don’t adopt a one-size fits all approach. Micro and small businesses are, by their very nature, so richly diverse. We must cherish that diversity, but we can all be better. We can all improve. And starting with baby steps can sometimes be the best way to start.


Why Me?


When running a small business, I’ve been there, done that, got the t-shirt, and starred in the video. I know the challenges. I know how tough it is to run a small business.


My professional background is management accountancy. I don’t have a sustainability degree. I don’t come from a third-sector background. But for nearly 50 years, I have been running my own business or working for micro and small businesses from several different sectors.


My passion is micro and small businesses. But equally, my passion is to encourage those businesses to consider how they can positively impact society and how, by doing so, they will be more profitable.


My partner and now husband, Mike Wilson, and I launched the Organisation for Responsible Businesses (ORB) in 2010 with a mission to:


‘Change the world – one small business at a time.’


But despite that somewhat grandiose mission statement, I have a very pragmatic approach to what we call ‘responsible business’.


In 2011, we also launched the Responsible Business Standard, a comprehensive, robust, evidence-based certification specifically designed for small businesses and validated by Anglia Ruskin University.


To reiterate our philosophy, ethical and responsible business can be the most profitable and sustainable. In other words, I will be showing you that:


* * *


DOING GOOD IS GOOD FOR BUSINESS









Chapter 1 It’s All About You


Now I promise you; this is NOT a soft, fluffy, wishy-washy book. Instead, this is a hard-core business manual – or at least a first-stage introduction. But this chapter has an emotional depth that is essential to explore before we move on.


Feel free to dip in and out of other chapters and read them in any order, but please give this chapter sufficient thought before you move on to the next one.


I would like you to start with a moment of self-reflection. And to do this properly, once you have read the following, I would like you to close your eyes and think deeply about the questions for at least a minute. Don’t set a timer because if you are deep in thought, that would be an unnecessary interruption, but a minute with your eyes closed can seem a surprisingly long time. So, try it with a timer first.


You will need to reflect on when you started your business, if you are already operational, and then think about where you are now. If you are just getting started, then this is about intent. Ask yourself these questions:




	What did I want to achieve when I started this business? What was the purpose?


	Was that purpose just making a profit, or was it something more than that?


	Am I still guided by that purpose or has my purpose changed?


	If the purpose has changed, is that for the better or not?


	What are my values and ethics?


	Are they aligned with my business?


	Do my employees, customers, and suppliers know my values?


	Do my employees, customers, and suppliers know the company’s values?


	What do people say about me and my business when I am not in the room?


	Will I be proud of my company’s legacy?


	Will my children and other family members be proud of the business I have created?


	Does running my business make me feel happy and fulfilled?





One of the words I will frequently use in this book is authenticity. Being authentic ensures actions are based on embedded core values instead of a box-ticking exercise akin to greenwashing.


But whatever stage you are at now, if you genuinely want to operate an ethical and responsible business and care about people and the environment, you can quickly start taking the practical steps I’ll discuss in the following chapters.


But let me be frank: if you are only interested in making a profit and other people do not matter to you, this book is not for you.


As I have already stressed, ethical and responsible business can be the most profitable and sustainable. Yet if you are not authentic in your thoughts and actions, you will be caught out pretty quickly. If profit is your only real motivation, all I will say is that “money cannot buy you happiness!”


Assuming you are still with me, let’s move on…


Stop Compartmentalising!


At this stage, many of you may have realised that although you do have a strong personal moral code, you perhaps act slightly differently when in ‘business mode’. That is probably due to compartmentalisation.


As a generalisation, men are more prone to this than women. That isn’t a sexist slur: I am a firm believer in equality but let’s be honest – men and women are different. Our brains work in different ways. Men typically have a stronger motor function and spatial recognition than women – hence the inevitable women-driver jokes! But women are more adept at logical reasoning and intuition. It’s just the way our brains tend to be hard-wired. Men tend to act without considering the broader logical, social or emotional impacts. So, in the business environment, action is generally determined by maximising profit without considering the wider consequences of those actions.


Moving away from male/female differences, how many people do you know who are amiable as individuals but perhaps not so pleasant in the workplace? Could that be you?


Why Ethics Alone Is Not Enough


Perhaps you already think you are a very ethical person operating a very ethical business. But that just might not be enough. Sometimes, adopting that stance is more akin to the ‘do no harm’ approach than proactively doing good!


Let’s dig a little deeper…


How do you define ethics? Quite simply, you can’t! No benchmark or defining line in the sand can dictate what is and isn’t ethical.


Let’s start by looking at definitions in the Concise Oxford Dictionary:


Ethical: ‘relating to morals.’


Morals: ‘conforming to accepted standards of human behaviour.’


Oh, my goodness! How in the world do we define ‘accepted standards’? These will differ in every country, every religion, and every era in our rich history. What you might consider an accepted standard of human behaviour may be quite different from the views of your next-door neighbour; and even your life partner. And if you have children, their perception of acceptable standards of behaviour is no doubt vastly different!


So, who is right? Who is wrong?


Let’s put this in the perspective of the fashion industry.


You are undoubtedly aware of sweat-shop labour and the horrendous factory conditions in developing countries. You may remember the Bangladesh factory collapse. Or perhaps you have heard about the number of workers in cotton fields poisoned by heavy use of pesticides without being given appropriate protective clothing or are appalled by the cruelty of child labour?


I am sure you would not treat your employees in such a manner. I am sure that this isn’t something you would condone. These practices are unethical, aren’t they? But they are nonetheless commonplace practices in the supply chain in the fashion industry. Why? Because in the Western world, we have a seemingly insatiable desire for cheap clothing! Yes, we (and I include myself in this because I don’t hold myself out as a paragon of virtue) are quite possibly wearing clothes made by someone who has suffered appallingly in the process of manufacturing them.


Sorry, that is not a pleasant thought – but perhaps a necessary one.


So, does that make us bad, unethical people? No, I don’t think so. However, giving more thought to our choices can often be a daunting challenge – although perhaps we might give our clothing purchases a bit more consideration in the future.


The point is that YOU must make your own decision about what ethical means to you. Draw your line in the sand. But once you have done that, stand by it; and continually strive to improve. Don’t ever let the line slip back. We cannot be perfect, and we cannot change the world overnight, but we can take baby steps every day that can start to make a difference. Ultimately, we must hold ourselves to account and think about the broader picture of our actions.


Taking it a step further…


A good example is membership of a professional body. Members of such organisations are invariably required to adhere to a Professional Code of Ethics. Looking at the ACCA as an example, the organisation has fully integrated the International Code of Ethics for Professional Accountants into their specific Code of Ethics, detailed in a comprehensive 331-page document. The fundamental principles of the code are:




	Integrity


	Objectivity


	Professional Competence and Due Care


	Confidentiality


	Professional Behaviour





Although supplementary information about sustainability is on the ACCA website, nothing about making a positive societal impact is included in the main Code of Ethics.


The following case study illustrates why ‘being an ethical business’ is just not enough.




CASE STUDY


At the Organisation for Responsible Businesses, we always have a Zoom meeting with the business owner or a senior representative before we approve the membership to ensure the organisation fits the essence of the responsible business movement. We do not expect perfection, but a commitment to considering people and the planet alongside profit is essential, even if that commitment is at a comparatively early stage of implementation.


Vera, not her real name, was a very pleasant lady interested in becoming a member of ORB. During our conversation, she explained that she had faced challenging times over recent years and was in the process of rebuilding her accountancy practice. She was working with small traders and wanted to attract the bigger clients she had worked with in a previous company and, to do so, was building a new team.


We chatted for some time. But at no point did Vera talk about supporting her local community or a commitment to reducing environmental impacts. When I asked the question, she stressed that her focus was rebuilding the business; she had been very altruistic in the past but could not be so now. She did not feel she was ‘any less environmentally friendly than most people’!


I attempted to elucidate the ‘doing good is good for business’ message and that proactively embracing responsible business practices would support her attempts at rebuilding her business, but my explanations fell on deaf ears.


When I gently explained that, unfortunately, she did not fit the membership profile, she was slightly surprised and repeatedly stressed that she operated a very ethical business.


I had no doubt that Vera did indeed run an ethical business based on honesty, integrity, professionalism and confidentiality, characteristics one would certainly expect from an accountant.


But in that instance, ethics alone certainly was not enough!





* * *


If you are that ethical businessperson, we hope reading this book will help elevate your business to another level and that soon you will be reaping the emotional, spiritual and financial rewards of being a more proactive ethical business, one that embraces a purpose-driven approach to making a positive contribution to society.


The world is not perfect, but we can make a difference, however small our business is. After all, over 5 million businesses in the UK are micro-businesses (employing 0–9 people), accounting for 33 per cent of private sector employment and 18 per cent of turnover.


Our actions may seem insignificant but collectively can make a massive change for the better.


‘Be the change that you wish to see in the world.’ 
Mahatma Gandhi


Let’s Raise a Glass to ASTI


I’m rather partial to a glass of fizz, albeit not necessarily Asti!


But this section is about a different sort of ASTI. And as you read this book, especially if you are already feeling a little daunted, ASTI should always be at the forefront of your thoughts.


[image: images]


ASTI, Appropriate to the Size, Type and Impact of your business, is the basis of our approach to responsible business at ORB.


As I explained, I have nearly 50 years of experience working with small businesses, but my goodness, they vary so much. Not just in sector and size, but in so many other elements that are pretty unique to each specific business.


So, let’s put responsible business in perspective: there is no one-size-fits-all benchmark.


Certain aspects in this book may not apply to you at all, such as the workplace section – although do check out the introduction to that section because it may be worth you reading it for a variety of reasons.


My intent, therefore, is not to tell you to do this or do that but to encourage you to think about how a specific topic relates to your business and, if it is relevant, to ask yourself if you are doing as well as you should do in that area, could you improve, and what steps might you take in that process.


The answers are relevant to your specific business. You have the answers – not us!


* * *


But did I also tell you that DOING GOOD IS GOOD FOR BUSINESS!









Chapter 2 What’s in It For Me?


We’ve seen one catastrophic business scandal after another in a comparatively short space of time, including the near collapse of the banking system, the ongoing Volkswagen emissions debacle, Facebook’s data breaches, the cladding crisis that followed the Grenfell Tower fire, and so many more; all caused because companies, or individuals in those companies, put profit before people: before any sense of responsible business conduct.


But with each new scandal, reputations have plummeted, and millions of pounds have been wiped off share values.


Although your business is probably not a PLC, reputational damage can similarly affect small businesses. In today’s social-media-driven world, there is just no escape from public opinion and scrutiny.


Quite simply, the rules of business have changed. Greed has been the defining god of the business world for far too long: now, allegiance to the creed of money alone will ultimately result in failure. In this era of fast-paced social media, reputations can be irrevocably damaged almost overnight. And small businesses are certainly not immune from the phenomena.


We must make a choice. We either decide to continue as we are, ignoring any bad practices or just making sure we don’t get caught. Or we can strive to be better.


One of our best-known entrepreneurs certainly appreciates that the business world has changed and must continue to change; if we want to be successful, we need to do things differently. As Richard Branson said in his book Screw Business as Usual, first published in 2011:


Never has there been a more exciting time for all of us to explore this great next frontier where the boundaries between work and purpose are merging into one, where doing good, really is good for business.


But I am a realist. As mentioned, I have a lifetime of experience in the small business world. I know only too well that however well-intentioned a business owner may be, the day-to-day challenges of running a business will likely take precedence over changing the status quo unless the ever-present ‘What’s in it for me’ question can be satisfactorily answered.


In other words, how can a company benefit by heeding the suggestions in this book?


As we work through the chapters, I will be digging down in more detail with the benefits in each section: with the cause and effect. This chapter only intends to give a quick overarching view of the potential benefits.


Increased Reputation


In today’s social-media-driven society, every business comes under scrutiny, and word-of-mouth referrals now mean much more than conversations between friends, family and neighbours. Similarly, most businesses have websites and their own social media channels that can broadcast to hundreds if not thousands of potential customers.


But any savvy marketer will explain that posts or information on websites about the good things you are doing, such as a commitment to net zero; raising funds for a local charity; positive reviews about superb service; employees extolling the virtues of a great company vibe; are all gold dust in terms of increasing reputation – providing they are authentic, of course!


Recent research shows that 84 per cent of marketers believe building trust will be the primary focus of future marketing campaigns. Why? Because people are fed up with being ripped off and mistreated by businesses that cause societal problems because they only care about making a profit.


Building trust as a socially responsible company is the best way to build your reputation. And a good reputation is one of your company’s most important assets.


Inspiring Innovation


When business leaders make a commitment to operating ethically and responsibly, they should thoroughly review their business to ensure all aspects of operations fit company values. This fresh viewpoint often opens doors to a different way of doing business. Different questions will be asked. The status quo is disrupted. And innovation usually follows, whether that is simply finding ways of recycling waste that has previously gone to landfill, sourcing new products that meet today’s ethical trends or adopting hybrid working practices.


New Business Opportunities


There are also a growing number of innovative businesses in all sectors that have launched new products or services based on a desire to create social value over and above a desire to make a profit. However, those aspirations do not need to be mutually exclusive.


Additionally, many existing businesses will adapt and, because small businesses are generally very nimble, will do this quickly. This may be by adding to their current products or services, niching, or completely pivoting the business model.
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