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Unilever: example of sustainable
business transformation
A particularly interesting client was Unilever, the
Anglo-Dutch fast-moving consumer goods giant, which
had embraced CSR and sustainability as a strategic
opportunity and which simultaneously invested in
leadership development. For example, it had organized
leadership trips to locations such as Costa Rica, China,
and the Sahara in order to awaken a new vision for
its future. Its board advocated sustainability from a
straightforward business perspective: since consumers
are part of communities in a larger social and ecological
context, the company’s success depends on the success,
happiness, and the health of those communities.
Consumers can only grow to the extent that their
communities grow. Therefore, it made strategic business
sense for Unilever to help improve global communities.
-[EWVIXEMRIHEWEGSEGLGSRWYPXERXEXEXMQI[LIR
the company was in the process of restructuring its
global organization around the concept of the value
chain, which was to be led by categories of the major
products.
It was a highly political process; country organizations
resisted the power transfer to a global category level.
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Get Rhythm © Jim McManus

“Companies are living, complex
organisms and not profit machines.
The profit should therefore not be
the object of a company, but rather
a result of good work. Just like a
person can’t survive for long
without food and water, a company
can’t survive without profits.
But just as we cannot reduce the
purpose of a human to eating and
drinking alone, we cannot regard
companies solely as money-making
entities.

”
– THE DALAI LAMA
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,S[IZIV E GETMXEP IJ½GMIRG] VIUYMVIQIRX JSVGIH
Unilever to dismantle the traditional country-based
organization and adopt a global value chain-based
WXVYGXYVI[LMGLLIPTIHXLI½VQXSSTIVEXI[MXLQSVI
alignment to globalized markets. In this way, Unilever
became better positioned to serve the longer-term and
latent needs of consumers and their communities. Value
creation for consumers rather than production targets
set by factories was to drive the business.
Though this transition was not motivated by
sustainability concerns, it did in fact help the company
XSQSZIMXWWYWXEMREFMPMX]EKIRHEWMKRM½GERXP]JSV[EVH-X
I\TERHIHXLI½VQ´WWYWXEMREFMPMX]JSGYWJVSQXLIWYTTP]
chain to the entire value chain, including the consumers.
The supply chain focus had led to various
commendable CSR initiatives, such as minimizing the
IGSPSKMGEP JSSXTVMRX STXMQM^MRK VIWSYVGI IJ½GMIRG]
and respect for human rights. But there had been a
tendency to treat CSR and sustainability as an addon, motivated by risk and reputation control, not as a
necessary part of the core business. With the shift to
the value chain perspective, sustainability became an
inevitable trend, both impacting and driving consumer
and community needs.
Unilever believed that, at one point, consumers
would demand sustainable products and they would
be prepared to pay for them. This value chain
transformation process went hand in hand with
investments in the generative capacity of Unilever’s
own people, because the sustainability value chain
approach required different mind-sets and attitudes
from its managers. Andre van Heemstra, the board
director responsible for human resources, summarized
this approach in a meeting with me: “CSR without HR
is PR.” I considered this a profound statement that I
had not yet heard before in business. It was clear to the
Unilever board that sustainability was not just a duty
toward external stakeholders but an opportunity to
educate and unify internal stakeholders.
Because CSR was considered to be the “right thing”
to do, it could help boost the work morale of employees.
People were proud and happy to work for a brand that
would take care of their clients and suppliers. And so
sustainability became a win–win for Unilever: it helped
TSWMXMSR XLI ½VQ SR E RI[ ZEPYI GVIEXMSR XVENIGXSV]
while enhancing its own workforce capacity.
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As I was working with some of their top teams and
visiting several of their companies across the world
as this transformation was taking place, I started to
sense the potential of such change. I learned most from
working with Unilever’s company in India, Hindustan
Lever, particularly with the case of the promotion of
the soap brand Lifebuoy.

become a new distribution channel for Lifebuoy, they
were empowered through earning an income.
Moreover, Lifebuoy’s sales in India were boosted
and, at the same time, there was a marked reduction in
the rate of children’s deaths. Children had 25% fewer
episodes of diarrhea, 15% fewer incidents of acute
respiratory infections, and 46%
fewer eye infections. Children
Lifebuoy: saving human
EPWS LEH E WMKRM½GERX VIHYGXMSR
Hand-washing is
lives through soap
in the number of days of school
As one of Unilever’s fastest-growing
absence due to illness. This was
shown
to
be
the
most
global brands, Lifebuoy is a great
a true win–win for both Unilever
example of how integrating a societal
and Indian society — and an
cost-effective means
purpose is also good for business.
I\EQTPI SJ E WLEVIH FYWMRIWW
of preventing infection
Lifebuoy was launched in the U.K. in
societal purpose, or “shared
1894 and had championed a message
purpose.” Unilever claims that,
and
saving
lives.
of health through hygiene for more
by 2015, the Lifebuoy brand had
than a century. The Lifebuoy brand
changed the hygiene behavior of
aims to make a difference in people’s
tens of millions of consumers
day-to-day lives by selling soap and encouraging handacross Asia, Africa, and Latin America. The longwashing. In developed countries, modern innovations
term mission is to reach a billion people. Unilever
such as sewerage and piped water supplies, together
took the Lifebuoy case as a model for its Sustainable
with the widespread adoption of soap, have helped
Living Plan, which was launched in 2011 in an effort
to reduce the incidence of infectious disease and
to build its entire business on serving societal and
reduce mortality rates from infection to 5% of all
sustainability goals. In other words, Unilever became
deaths. However, in Africa, 65% of deaths are due to
EWLEVIHTYVTSWIHVMZIR½VQ
MRJIGXMSRW [LMPI XLI ½KYVI MW   MR %WME MRGPYHMRK
DSM: Turning misery into markets
India. Interestingly, among all changes that are
I found another example in Royal DSM, a Dutch
needed, hand-washing is shown to be the most costQYPXMREXMSREP EGXMZI MR XLI ½IPHW SJ PMJI WGMIRGI ERH
effective means of preventing infection and saving
PMZIW &] [EWLMRK XLIMV LERHW [MXL WSET ½ZI XMQIW E nutrition. At the end of 2015 DSM employed 20,000
people in 50 countries and posted net sales of €7.7
day, children can be saved from diarrheal deaths.
FMPPMSR 3R XST SJ WXVSRK ERH GSRWMWXIRX TVS½XW SZIV
The Lifebuoy managers in India asked themselves: “If
many years, DSM has been among the leaders in the
hand-washing with soap is one of the most important
annual Dow Jones Sustainability Index. The global sales
preventative measures against disease, why is it not
director, Frederika Tielenius Kruythoff, explained to me
universally practiced in India?” They explored hygiene
what drives DSM’s success. The company was founded
practices through investigating the various motives for
in 1902 as the Dutch State Mines (hence the acronym
(not) hand-washing.
DSM) but, when the last coal mines closed in the 1970s,
Unilever then created partnerships with the Indian
XLI½VQIQFEVOIHSRETVSGIWWSJXVERWJSVQEXMSRXLEX
government, NGOs such as Oxfam, UNICEF, and the
GSRXMRYIW XSHE] -X ½VWX HMZIVWM½IH MRXS XLI TIXVS
Red Cross, local communities, and women’s groups.
GLIQMGEPW ½IPH ERH PEXIV MRXS IWWIRXMEP RYXVMIRXW WYGL
Collectively they created Project Shakti, which
as synthetic vitamins and other ingredients for the feed,
employed women in local areas to educate communities
ERHJEQMPMIWSRXLIFIRI½XWSJLERH[EWLMRKERH[LMGL food, and pharmaceutical industries.
The most recent wave of transformation was initiated
also allowed Lifebuoy and its partners access to
by Fijke Sijbesma, DSM’s CEO, after witnessing poverty
rural areas. Not only did these thousands of women

“
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½VWXLERH SR E XVMT XS %JVMGE ,I WE[ XLEX XLIVI MW
plentiful evidence that improving nutrition in developing
countries is fundamental to breaking the cycle of
TSZIVX]1SVIWTIGM½GEPP]XLIOI]PMIWMRTVSZMHMRKXLI
right nutrients to pregnant women and their infants.
Optimizing the quality of nutrition during a critical
thousand-day window of opportunity from conception
until a child reaches two years of age has a dramatic
impact on its physical and cognitive development, and
substantially improves its prospects in adulthood. Highquality nutrition in this phase lays the foundations for
a future in which children grow up capable of leading
progress in their own communities and countries.
Impressed by both the needs of masses of
undernourished people and the market opportunity
that this provided, DSM positioned itself as leader
in combating malnutrition. Sijbesma said: “As the
world’s leading producer of micronutrients including
vitamins, DSM is taking its responsibility to help solve
the world’s greatest solvable problem: malnutrition,
affecting 2 billion people across the globe.” Sijbesma
believed that investing in nutrition can not only break
the cycle of poverty and build thriving societies and
QEVOIXW FYX GER EPWS FIRI½X XLI FYWMRIWW SFNIGXMZIW
of DSM by developing a new market. By establishing
partnerships with UN’s World Food Programme,
DSM turned a global problem into a business growth
opportunity of enormous scale. As a business, DSM
committed itself to achieving a very tangible goal: to
VIEGL  QMPPMSR FIRI½GMEVMIW TVIKRERX ERH PEGXEXMRK

woman and children under two) by 2030.
To show that these objectives are not merely
[MRHS[HVIWWMRKXSFSSWX(71´WWYWXEMREFMPMX]TVS½PI
XLI ½VQ´W QEREKIQIRX FSEVH PMROIH MXW VIQYRIVEXMSR
ERH I\IGYXMZI FSRYW XS (71´W WSGMEPIRZMVSRQIRXEP
performance. These bold steps had an interesting sideeffect, Kruythoff said to me: “Our real commitment
to societal goals is inspiring our own people. Since
XEOMRK SR ½KLXMRK QEPRYXVMXMSR EW TEVX SJ SYV QMWWMSR
our employee engagement has grown substantially. It
encourages people to bring their whole selves into their
job.”

The hidden driver of success
What have these examples in common? On one level,
these approaches represent common sense. Businesses
are made up of human beings, and like human beings
they don’t exist for money alone. Humans and business
WLSYPH LEZI WSQI WSVX SJ WSGMIXEP FIRI½X MR SVHIV XS
¾SYVMWL8LI(EPEM0EQELEHWEMHXSQI
'SQTERMIWEVIPMZMRKGSQTPI\SVKERMWQWERHRSXTVS½X
QEGLMRIW8LITVS½XWLSYPHXLIVIJSVIRSXFIXLISFNIGXSJE
GSQTER]FYXVEXLIVEVIWYPXSJKSSH[SVO.YWXPMOIETIVWSR
GER´X WYVZMZI JSV PSRK [MXLSYX JSSH ERH [EXIV E GSQTER]
GER´XWYVZMZI[MXLSYXTVS½XW&YXNYWXEW[IGERRSXVIHYGI
XLITYVTSWISJELYQERXSIEXMRKERHHVMROMRKEPSRI[I
GERRSXVIKEVHGSQTERMIWWSPIP]EWQSRI]QEOMRKIRXMXMIW
This was echoed in the management literature. Jim
Collins, in his 2001 bestseller +SSHXS+VIEX explained
what distinguishes a great company from a good one:

“People were created to be loved. Things were created to be used.
The reason why the world is in chaos is because things
are being loved and people are being used.
– THE DALAI LAMA
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“When companies focus on creating value for all stakeholders
(that is, beyond merely shareholders, to include employees, suppliers,
customers, nature, and society) they perform better in financial terms,

”

especially in the long run.
+VIEXGSQTERMIWHSR´XI\MWXQIVIP]XSHIPMZIVVIXYVRXS
WLEVILSPHIVW-RHIIHMREXVYP]KVIEXGSQTER]TVS½XWERH
GEWLFIGSQIPMOIFPSSHERH[EXIVXSELIEPXL]FSH]XLI]
EVI EFWSPYXIP] IWWIRXMEP JSV PMJI FYX XLI] EVI RSX XLI ZIV]
TSMRXSJPMJI
Enduring companies are driven by more than
½RERGMEP TVS½XW 8LMW HVMZI GER FI HIWGVMFIH EW GSVI
values, ideology, purpose, mission, or vision — it does
not seem to matter what it is called. “The point is not
what core purpose you have, but that you have a core
purpose at all, and that you build this explicitly into the
organization,” according to Collins. The management
researchers Rajendra Sisodia (7LEOXM 0IEHIVWLMT coauthor), David Wolfe, and Jagdish Sheth write in their
2007 bestseller, *MVQWSJ)RHIEVQIRX
8SHE]´W KVIEXIWX GSQTERMIW EVI JYIPIH F] TEWWMSR ERH
TYVTSWI RSX GEWL 8LI] IEVR PEVKI TVS½XW F] LIPTMRK EPP
XLIMV WXEOILSPHIVW XLVMZI GYWXSQIVW MRZIWXSVW IQTPS]IIW
TEVXRIVW GSQQYRMXMIW ERH WSGMIX] 8LIWI VEVI EYXLIRXMG
½VQW SJ IRHIEVQIRX EGX MR TS[IVJYPP] TSWMXMZI [E]W XLEX
WXEOILSPHIVWVIGSKRM^IZEPYIEHQMVIERHIZIRPSZI
What these companies demonstrate is that the
purpose of creating value for society is not merely an
expression of CSR and philanthropy, of being a “good
corporate citizen,” but that serving society is at the
heart of the business. It is the very reason why these
companies are successful, enduring, and great. In other
words, when companies focus on creating value for
all stakeholders (that is, beyond merely shareholders,
to include employees, suppliers, customers, nature,
ERH WSGMIX]  XLI] TIVJSVQ FIXXIV MR ½RERGMEP XIVQW
especially in the long run.
These ideas, in my mind, shattered the mainstream
FYWMRIWWXLMROMRKXLEXIUYEXIWTYVTSWI[MXLTVS½XXLI
HSQMRERX ZMI[ XLEX MW VI¾IGXIH MR 1MPXSR *VMIHQER´W

infamous motto: “The business of business is business.”
I could now see that this thinking is a distortion of how
business actually creates value, leading to a dangerous
pathway of eroding societal and business value. In fact,
as I discovered, the hidden driver of long-term business
success is a “shared purpose” between business and
WSGMIX]7LEVIHTYVTSWIVI¾IGXWXLIVIEPMX]XLEXFYWMRIWW
and society are intrinsically connected and that it is only
this connection that can serve as a sustainable basis for
value creation in business.
It also became clear to me that shared purpose
starts with leadership. Purposeful leaders drove all the
I\EQTPIW SJ TYVTSWIHVMZIR ½VQW .MQ 'SPPMRW GEPPIH
these Level 5 leaders: “Level 5 leaders are ambitious
for the company and what it stands for; they have a
sense of purpose beyond their own success.” I started
to envision a pathway of helping leaders to awaken their
organization’s shared purpose with society. I sensed
leadership development was an avenue for transforming
capitalism and achieving sustainable development.
From that point onward I started to craft a leadership
HIZIPSTQIRXQSHIPXLEX[SYPHFI½XJSVXLMWTYVTSWI
8LI½VWXSYXPMRISJMXGEPPIH7SGMIXEP&YWMRIWW0IEHIVWLMT
is described in this book. 
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