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At Chaucer as we are passionate about 
creating a sustainable legacy for future 
generations and are ourselves on a 
journey. Growing Together gives our 
clients and partners the opportunity 
to listen, debate and learn about 
how, through the adoption of more 
responsible business practices, we can 
support people, planet and profit. 

By combining purpose, creativity, and commercial 
experience in a room, we hope to inspire fresh ideas 
and uncover actionable steps for organisations to 
transform to net zero, action the SDGs and accelerate 
social inclusion. 

Our first discussion focused on the topic of 
Sustainability, was hosted by Chaucer’s Managing 
Director Martin Wassell, and supported by award-
winning entrepreneur and sustainability pioneer 
Safia Minney MBE to share her vision about 
how organisations can embed social impact and 
sustainability for better business outcomes. 
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Let’s start off with defining 
sustainability. What is it? 

Martin: Sustainability isn’t just one item we can tick off in 
our annual reviews. There are so many facets to sustainability 
that it can be difficult to get our heads around. Not that this 
should ever be an excuse to freeze into inaction. 

There is a colossal amount of information out there, making it 
challenging to unpick. For businesses, which elements do they 
focus on? 

A framework like the UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) is a helpful place to start. As organisations we can look 
at the 17 goals and select the areas in which you can have an 
impact now and in the short term and then look at how you 
can address some of the others in the long term.  Perhaps 
you choose to focus on gender equality, affordable and clean 
energy and good health and wellbeing now and then in the 
longer-term ensure you have structures in place to embed 
some of the others into the fabric of your organisation such as 
reducing inequalities. 

In summary for me sustainability is about the huge 
opportunity and the enormous challenge we face on a 
planetary, an economic and an individual level. 

Safia: Sustainability to me means achieving real net-zero 
by 2030 or as close to it as possible. In my industry; fashion, 
continuing with ‘business as usual’ would have terrifying 

consequences. We are already too late but we have a chance  
to U-turn on harmful practices now. 

The fashion and textiles sector is responsible for up to 10 
per cent of Global Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions. If we 
continue on the current trajectory, this will sky rocket to a 
quarter of total GHG emissions by 2050. We are currently 
heading for a rise of 2.8 degrees above pre-industrial levels, 
resulting in the collapse of ecosystems and biodiversity, 
bringing further extreme weather events. For each degree 
it is said that one billion people will suffer food and water 
shortages and become climate refugees. That is totally 
unsustainable and morally unacceptable.  >>

“Sustainability is about 
the huge opportunity 

and the enormous 
challenge we face on a 

planetary, an economic 
and an individual level.”
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We need to act now to shift away from the linear 
take-make-waste economy towards a circular, 
regenerative and wellbeing economy.

Today sustainability calls for an end to siloed 
thinking. Climate, ecological and social action 
needs to sit as a responsibility of the board, it’s 
too big for it to be the responsibility of  CSR and 
Sustainability ‘teams’ alone. Everyone at every 
level of an organisation should be supported to 
embed the mission and culture of climate action 
and sustainability into operations and involve 
stakeholders in the thinking and delivery of 
change as they often have the answers. 

For me, committing to sustainability means 
fundamentally recognising that we are all 
connected with each other, with nature and within 
ourselves – our bodies and minds are not separate. 
We don’t have all the answers, but we are going 
to wake each morning and put our sustainability 
or climate action glasses on and lead like there is 
no tomorrow! Because without action now, there 
literally isn’t one. 
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“We need to act now to 
shift away from the  

linear take-make-waste 
economy towards a 

circular, regenerative 
and wellbeing 

economy.”
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Why do we care?

Safia: It is deeply personal for each of us. Once you’ve seen 
the human impacts, it’s impossible to unsee. Watching people 
I care for - our producer partners, suffering because their 
fields and crops had been washed away through extreme 
weather events shocked me to the core. Trying to support 
them to re-establish themselves and realising just how big 
the risks associated with climate change are. Bigger than any 
insurance companies can ever cover.

Also, I don’t want to starve, or think that my children, family, 
friends and the global community will starve, be forced to 
abandon their homes or face violence if society breaks down. 

Adam Smith, the free market economist, said the market could 
only work with ‘perfect information’ about the transaction, 
which is far from what we have today. Economics has been 
misunderstood by those who benefit by misinterpreting it. 

Martin: Aside from the obvious that it’s the right thing to do, 
I don’t want my kids and the next generation to grow up in a 
world which is highly polluted, where they’re struggling with 
a direct or indirect impacts of climate change. 

“The Covid-19 pandemic has given us a glimpse 
into our potential future, in that it was a truly 
global crisis impacting all to a high degree.”

But as with the globe’s biggest crises today, it is the lower-
income global south that is hit the hardest. 

If you’re reading this, you are likely to be a business leader or 
part of a business. For you, this is existential. It’s ultimately 
not just about our own organisations doing the right thing, but 
also looking at every part of the supply chain. 

This cannot be piecemeal. It’s about using our positions 
to influence our clients, our partners and our suppliers. 
Otherwise collective change is impossible.  

“Once you’ve  
seen the human 

impacts, it’s 
impossible  
to unsee”
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Who is responsible?

Safia: We all we must use our voices, platforms, networks  
and votes to create change. 

Government needs to invest in the infrastructure for more 
sustainable systems and infrastructure. Business is putting 
pressure on government to lead the way, calling for a level 
playing field so that better practice becomes the norm and 
they are not penalised for doing business responsibly.

Business, finance and civil society need to put pressure on 
governments to support a transition to net zero. We all have 
something to add. There are many business and finance 
networks now campaigning for change and science-based 
targets (SBTs) for different sectors. 

“Civil society, activists and social innovators 
are driving many brilliant initiatives on a shoe 
string. These must be supported by business and 
government.” 

Share best practice and build a network of changemakers 
in your industry to drive climate and social justice. We, for 
instance, have just set up www.FashionDeclares.com to create 
a bottom-up movement in the fashion industry for people 
to drive change with tools and webinars to support them. It 
launches January 2022!  >>
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Martin: Ultimately government sets the 
economic models in which we operate. If they 
decided tomorrow that taxes were based on a 
Happiness Index, it would transform the economic 
model.

Government can provide the long-term framework 
that gives business a direction. It holds the power 
to invest in the transformation required to create 
new legislative environments. 

We as consumers also need to take responsibility, 
too. These are easy words to say when you’re in 
a privileged position in a wealthy country. So we 
need to think about what this means for people 
who are struggling to survive and get by. How are 
our current systems negatively impacting them 
and closing off their options to make their own 
sustainable choices?
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“Government can provide the 
long-term framework that 
gives business a direction. It 
holds the power to invest in the 
transformation required to create 
new legislative environments.”
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What can we do to effect change?

Martin: We need empathy and we need to all feel the 
immediacy of this emergency. That’s a massive challenge 
because the UK is one of those countries that of course, will be 
impacted by climate change and other sustainability issues, 
but not to the same degree as other countries. 

There is a model known as Miller Heiman which helps to 
understand what motivates change and which personalities 
are ready for change. At its simplest, people looking to grow, 
or people aware of a problem are the real opportunity to 
effect change. Of the four modes, I believe you’ve got to move 
someone into trouble or growth mode to create change by 

either undermining that sense of comfort or creating a growth 
opportunity. 

We need to feel some discomfort to understand what’s at stake 
and what the opportunities are to create change.  

This all comes down to mindset. How can we make these 
messages land? What sound bites will resonate? 

We have seen what’s possible during the pandemic – a 
collective behaviour change for the greater good. >>

“We need to feel 
some discomfort to 
understand what’s 
at stake and what the 
opportunities are to 
create change.”

“We need  
to move 

sustainability  
and caring 

from niche to 
mainstream now.”
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Safia: People would care and vote with their purses and how 
they live if the system was transparent and they were given 
real choices and an infrastructure that supported sustainable 
living. We need to move sustainability and caring from niche 
to mainstream now.

A lot of this is about shifting our mindsets and changing our 
behaviours. And doing this consistently. 

It could be making rules about non-essential flights, for 
example train travel for distances of 4 hours. It could be 
allowing employees extra time for leave if they travel by 
train rather than fly for holidays or switching to plant-based 
canteen dinners.

Executives are being rewarded for delivery of climate, 
ecological and social goals, with bonuses. Walking the talk 
has become essential for talent acquisition and retaining 
great people. The model of leadership is changing as leaders 
become more open, vulnerable and collaborative and some 
of the characteristically ‘feminine’ skills and being proven to 
deliver better commercial results as well as high speed change. 
Having diversity on boards and in senior leadership teams is 
also essential. 

This is all part of creating sustainable systems. We all need  
to model change and that takes courage and consistency.  

With thanks to everyone involved in the session.
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