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DEMONSTRATING CORPORATE VALUES

By Michael Prideaux, 
Corporate & Regulatory Affairs Director, British American Tobacco 

We are delighted to be sponsoring this publication, not because we feel we are
‘standards experts’ - far from it - but because we hope it can help others along
the path that we too have begun to travel, to embed the principles of CSR and
to report meaningfully on social performance. An early step is to clarify the
link between a company’s values and its framework of responsibility - as
expressed in its internal code - and external standards. This is a theme that
recurs throughout the work of the Institute of Business Ethics. British
American Tobacco is pleased to be associated with it.

Our companies manufacture and market a risky product and our industry can
be seen as controversial. We therefore believe it is all the more important that
our business is managed responsibly and in line with the reasonable
expectations of our stakeholders.

We embarked on social reporting in 2001 and will publish our first social report
in 2002, along with local social reports from several of our Group companies.

I do not believe that we could have begun to build a credible and well-
embedded CSR and reporting process without external standards to guide us.
In approaching social reporting, we agreed that we would need a framework
shaped by experts in the field.  We did not feel qualified to invent a process and
we felt there would be little value in ‘second guessing’ the aspects of our
activities that might be most relevant to our stakeholders’ interests or concerns.

As this publication clearly shows, there is more than one route from which to
choose. We have chosen to follow the AA1000 standard established by the
Institute of Social and Ethical AccountAbility and the Global Reporting
Initiative guidelines, and to incorporate face-to-face stakeholder dialogue and
rigorous external verification. This has not only helped our approach to be
transparent and impartial but AA1000, in particular, has enabled the verifiers to
score our reporting throughout against clear principles, using an objective
measurement tool as well as more traditional enquiry and audit. We believe that
this approach is right for British American Tobacco: what is critical, however,
is to find the way that is right for your company.

Reporting standards are evolving; indeed both AA1000 and the GRI guidelines
are expected to be further updated this year. However, as an organisation
committed to developing a robust approach that may help to overcome distrust,
we believe that external social reporting standards are of immense value.

For us, the next step is to further develop our own business standards to help clarify
appropriate areas of responsibility and to enable our stakeholders better to assess our
performance. Having set out clear Employment Principles, we will now develop
and publish, in consultation with stakeholders, a Statement of Business Principles
covering a wide range of areas including human rights, community relations,
supply chain, employment and environmental, health and safety standards.

We certainly know that our own path needs to be illuminated by clear
standards and we hope this publication will help us, as well as others who have
embarked on similar journeys.
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Summary 
Executive Summary

The growing demand from various sectors of society for companies to
demonstrate their commitment to being good corporate citizens is gradually
finding a response from businesses large and small within the UK. A carefully
selected and embedded external standard can help to reinforce corporate ethical
policies and provide an additional tool for company reporting on corporate
responsibility. 

The perceived danger, of giving critics a larger target at which to shoot when
things go wrong by publicly stating adherence to an external and public
standard, is being slowly eroded. 

There is no single external standard that covers in a comprehensive manner all
the issues of ethics and corporate responsibility. Many have a narrow focus on
specific and technical areas such as environmental impact, while other global
reporting standards are broader in scope but provide less guidance in how to
implement them and operate at a level where legal support is very uneven. 

The business advantages of adopting standards are often not stated or not
compelling.

Some companies feel they can claim to demonstrate corporate responsibility
without recourse to an external standard. 

This may be possible if a company’s management knows its stakeholders, makes
decision-making clear and open, and communicates its corporate
responsibilities and actions clearly. The ongoing commitment and cost required
for this approach to be successful can be daunting. Companies that are lucid
about the difference between corporate aspirations and reality may see
adherence to an external standard as a cheaper and easier option.

The four key steps for choosing an appropriate standard are:

• Determine how effectively the company is dealing with corporate 
responsibility and current ethical issues, and how it knows its level of 
effectiveness

• Decide how an external standard will contribute to business goals
• Consider what the relative merits of the standards are
• Find out what other companies are doing

There are sound arguments in favour of verification. It can deliver:

• Assurance by an independent judge
• Added value/improvement of process 
• Challenge - the quality of, and rationale for, the company’s decision-making
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Standards for other sectors

There are also problems such as the adoption of a compliance-based approach to
standards, meaningless language and the trustworthiness of the verifiers. There
are, however, various options a company can choose to address these problems.

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises are being brought into the debate around
choosing standards. They are often the suppliers of bigger companies who
demand of those in their supply chain the same standards that they themselves
espouse. In addition, there are signs that government and NGOs - often the
critics of business - will come under closer scrutiny in this respect. Objective
standards will also be of value to them.

A standard is not a substitute for a company thinking through and putting into
practice its own business values and ethics framework. This is a prerequisite of a
company demonstrating good corporate governance and expressing how it
wishes to undertake its business. The right external standard, however, is a
valuable tool for a company that wishes to demonstrate its commitment and
practice on ethical and corporate responsibility. 




