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The Great British Talent Swap
IntroductionThis report features interviews with the following leaders:

Simon Ancona CBE CEO Whitehall & Industry Group

Sally Bailey Chair of Pilotlight & former CEO White Stuff

Dame Elizabeth Corley DBE Chair of the Impact Investing Institute

Rebecca Dunn FCG Head Of Sustainability at Spectris plc

Chris Gerrard Natural Catchment and Biodiversity Manager, Anglian Water

Amanda Mackenzie OBE CEO Business In The Community 

Sir Harvey McGrath Chair of Big Society Capital & Chair of the Advisory Council 
of the Impact Investing Institute 

Steve Murrells CEO, Co-op

Mei Li Powell Charity COO, NED and Board Member
(ex marketing director at Citigroup, 
Euroclear and RBS and now a charity leader)

Melanie Richards CBE Non Executive Director Morgan Stanley International

The Leadership Council has prepared this report in partnership with pilotlight, 
a charity that exists to amplify the impact that charities, businesses and individuals 
can bring to make a better world.

This report is a call to action.  It’s time to break down some of the 
barriers that divide talent and careers into ‘commercial’ or ‘charitable’ 
silos. Our interview panel offer three compelling reasons why.  

First, there’s an urgent need for business to close a skills gap which 
is relatively new but of great importance.  Corporate enthusiasm for 
‘purpose’, delivering environmental and social goals, encouraged 
by millennial recruits no less than by far sighted investors, has 
soared: but policies need people to implement them.  Accounting 
firm PwC announced this summer a $12bn investment to create 
100,000 new jobs in a major ESG push; multiply that across UK plc 
and it represents seismic change. The NGO world has, in many cases 
for generations, focused single-mindedly on ‘purposeful’ impact. 
In theory the machinery of business can be effectively turned to 
whatever objective is set in the boardroom, but in practice most 
businesses are driven by short-medium term financial results. Where 
saving carbon, for example, means cutting costs – as with the recent 
virtual disappearance of business travel – the corporate machine 
embraces it with enthusiasm. Where more complex trade offs are 
concerned between long term sustainability and short term results, 
with the best will in the world business can struggle. Business needs 
a leaven of people from a culture which always puts purpose first.   
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Martin Newman
Director, The Leadership Council, 
Founder, The Newman Partnership 

Ed Mayo
CEO, pilotlight

Second, the sharing of talent across this divide is not only about 
finding new sources of much needed skills. The new strategies 
we are seeing – across all sectors – bring with them a demand for 
culture change.  The old adage ‘culture eats strategy for breakfast’ 
is a cliché because it’s true, and shifting an organisation’s culture is 
notoriously difficult. The infusion of new DNA from very different 
organisational cultures can become a catalyst for cultural change.  
When you have people around the table who perceive different issues 
and stakeholders from a new perspective, the possibility of changing 
the conversation is transformed.

Third, for individuals who step across this divide in either direction 
the experience is overwhelmingly positive.  Several of our panellists 
make a compelling case for considering a CV which does not show 
both corporate and charitable engagement as incomplete.   

While the arguments in favour of a ‘great British talent swap’ 
are powerful, our interview  panel also highlight  risks.  The 
disproportionate economic strength of most businesses compared 
to charities raises a number of difficulties which require sensitive 
handling. While some far-sighted corporations have proved a 
willingness to cover the costs of employees taking some time out 
from the day job to support a charity, few charities are in a position 
to subsidise movement in the opposite direction. Moreover, while 
business may be able to solve some of its own issues by dangling 
impressive financial offers at charity executives, a disastrously 
unsustainable outcome would be for the NGO world to be effectively 
asset stripped of its talents.   

A range of models emerge from our interviews, from secondments 
to job swaps and more formalised partnerships, from individuals 
choosing to change sectors to nationally co-ordinated programmes 
of cross-sector talent sharing.  All of these have a place.  This report 

seeks to highlight these models and invite organisations from all 
sectors to consider how they can participate.

As authors of this report, we share a personal experience of what 
can happen when you build a human bridge between sectors.  Early 
in our careers we met while discussing a new idea.  Our professional 
backgrounds could not have been further apart: one of us from a 
background in business communication and branding, the other from 
a campaigning NGO.  The ultimate result of those discussions was 
what we all know today as Fair Trade.  That project would have been 
inconceivable without the power and market focus of business; but 
undeliverable without the authority and expertise of NGOs.

Doing new things is never easy.  Doing new things when all you have 
at your disposal are old and familiar mechanisms – people, culture, 
systems – is near impossible.  The idea of a Great British Talent Swap 
is not only a call to action but a door to transformational opportunity.

http://leadershipcouncil.co.uk
http://thenewmanpartnership.com
https://www.pilotlight.org.uk


Simon Ancona
CEO Whitehall & Industry Group

Simon Ancona enjoyed a full career in the Royal Navy, including service 
in the Fleet Air Arm and appointments abroad in both Hong Kong and 
Bahrain. He had the honour and pleasure of Commanding 4 warships 
and the UK’s Carrier Strike Group but also spent about 10 years in the 
Ministry of Defence, including time in Ministerial outer office. His final 
appointment, in the rank of Rear Admiral, was as the Assistant Chief 
of the Defence Staff in charge of world-wide defence diplomacy and 
engagement. On leaving the Military, he initially worked for two years as 
the Chief Operations Officer of one of Network Rail’s national regions. 

He became the CEO of the Whitehall & Industry Group in February 2019: 
an organisation that drives cooperation at a senior level between the 
public, private and not for profit sectors. 

We have set up a programme called ‘Charity Next’ which puts 
civil service fast streamed graduate trainees into small charities 
in their second year.  Our fast streamers find themselves in 
well organised outfits with clear strategies and a strong focus 
on delivery targets, where their impact is both immediate and 
important.  Charities have had to learn how to leverage – cash, 
assets, people, time, volunteers, goodwill - which makes them 
experts at achieving a lot with a little.  And the focus of their 

delivery is by definition very much in line with the ESG agenda 
and goals which are increasingly front of mind for both business 
and government.

ESG is no longer discretionary.  It’s clearly the right thing to 
be doing – not least because of the risk of a backlash in public 
perceptions of the role of business. There are some fairly 
fundamental questions being asked about whether capitalism 
actually does serve the interests of society, and the divide 
between the haves and the have-nots has come into sharper 
focus through the pandemic.  A lot of these pressures are internal 
within business: employees aren’t prepared to shut down their 
consciences when they come to work.  The whole atmosphere 
and culture of business is becoming much more attuned to 
ethics and ideals.  

That sets up a compelling backdrop against which it seems 
inevitable that business and charities will increasingly 
find themselves in different forms of partnership.  Society, 
and particularly shareholders, are demanding positive 
environmental and social impact from business and it’s clear 
that the commercial world has a lot to learn.  It’s often the case 
that a charity will have a depth of perspective on their particular 
area of focus that can only come from long experience.  That 
institutional memory of working at the coalface of an issue 
means that their insights are excellent.  

Take almost any issue that business may need to engage with 
– for example the future of cash in the financial sector – and 
you are guaranteed a better outcome if you involve charities.  
They have a rounded situational awareness, particularly about 
impacts on vulnerable or marginalised communities, which few 
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businesses possess.  And they frequently have a better intrinsic 
understanding of consumers’ priorities and behaviours. At 
a wider cultural level, large businesses are always trying to 
solve the problem of how to get dynamism and team ethos 
working across many thousands of employees. That’s been a 
driving factor behind the introduction of ‘corporate purpose’ 
initiatives, but clearly charities are way ahead on the purpose 
game. A charity which is not delivering on its purpose is going 
to be in trouble, not least from the Charity Commission.  The 
question of whether what we’re doing right now is in pursuit 
of our purpose is non-discretionary for a charity.  Regardless 
of corporate rhetoric around purpose, the reality is that for 
a business balancing a range of outcomes and targets, the 
‘purpose question’ doesn’t have that same central position.  

The daily test of whether actions and decisions are aligned to 
purpose is very much alive in charities.  There is a clear statement 
of objectives, of the end state a charity wants to achieve, and 
the linkages between this and strategy, operational design and 
operational delivery is very tight.  The gap between the overall 
vision and tactical delivery on the ground is very narrow, and 
feedback loops keep that gap tight: when everyone is committed 
to a shared purpose, you can be sure that the moment someone 
spots a part of the organisation stepping out of line in terms of 
the purpose, that will be called out.  The siloes and complexity 
of delivery agendas which tend to characterise big businesses 
allow for a lot of attenuation, which can put a great deal of 
distance between lofty purpose and everyday reality.  Charities 
generally, have very taught sinews when it comes to purpose 
and this is definitely something business should learn from.  

Building bridges between business and charities is clearly a good 
idea, and can offer a competitive edge to both sides.  For business 
there’s credit and kudos on offer from being able to demonstrate 
those partnerships and the role they play in walking the ESG talk.  
And for charities there’s an opportunity to harness the resources 
of the private sector in achieving their own purpose.  That can 
be both directly and indirectly: one example of where business 
has leverage is through closeness to the evolution of government 
policy. Charities seeking to influence the regulations and 
legislation which touch on their own areas find they can achieve 
a lot more when they have strong corporate partnerships which 
can help them fight their corner.

There are risks.  Charities need to think through their own 
reputational risks in terms of the fit between any specific 
commercial partnership and the credibility of their own 
position.  The best partnerships are cemented at the top of both 
organisations, where trustees and corporate board come together 
and align on objectives: where this doesn’t happen, things can 
rapidly descend into optics management.  The spectacle of a 
charity partnership passed down to a third or fourth corporate 
level in order to create some virtue signalling in an annual report 
is all too familiar.  

The issue of scale and autonomy also needs scrutiny when you’re 
hitching a small charity cog onto a big corporate gearbox.  Given 
that SMEs make up a huge proportion of the economy, there’s 
good potential for that scale of business to work with mid size 
or larger charity partners. They’ll find they share a great deal of 
organisational DNA – from finance to HR – so there’s a strong 
opportunity to transfer experiences and also people.
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Our own programme of putting early career civil servants in 
charities offers one model for partnership.  We operate around 
100 of these secondments each year, and the idea of replicating 
this between business and charities is one we’re very keen to 
see pursued.  It can be difficult to persuade a large company with 
a well-established graduate training scheme, based on taking 
someone on a rapid learning curve through exposure to multiple 
roles and locations in a business, to find the space and budget 
within that to pay someone for six months to go and work in a 
charity.  But what you learn if you do that is invaluable.  You’d 
never learn how strategy gets turned into operational delivery 
by sitting in Whitehall or a corporate division.  If you go into a 
charity, you very quickly learn how those issues come together, 
and how the feedback loops are vital to success.  You’ll come 
out with a far richer understanding of how an organisation 
can make things happen.  You will also foster loyalty with your 
employees in a time when talent attrition is at the fore of most 
HR departments. 

Businesses and charities with a regional UK focus are probably 
particularly well placed to add value to each other.  That chimes 
with the rise of Metro Mayors and broader regional economic 
entities: they all have social and environmental targets to hit.  
The leverage achievable through mobilising civil society is 
enormous, and the mood in society – perhaps particularly 
stimulated by the experience of the pandemic - seems ripe for 
this.  Whether the issue is green energy, better transport links, 
skills and education, food poverty, social care, crime, or old 
age, it’s possible to imagine powerful cross-sector groupings 
coming together and focusing on a specific problem in a specific 
geography and having a palpable impact.

All of this needs strong brokering mechanisms which sit at the 
core of what we do here at WIG.  Our early career secondments 
are one example, as is our more general secondment brokering 
at all levels of business, but we’ve also launched something 
called Mentor Match, a web based platform where people sign 
up to be mentors or mentees, input some criteria, and those 
matches are now happening.  The National Council of Voluntary 
Organisations (NCVO) which works with over 16,000 charities 
could be one logical home for brokering.  If you look at corporates 
in terms of sectors of activity and geographic reach, it’s not a 
particularly hard task to identify charities which might align 
with a business’s purpose. 
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Sally Bailey
Chair of Pilotlight & former CEO White Stuff 

After a long career in retail, latterly as CEO of White Stuff, Sally now 
works as a portfolio Non-Executive, board adviser and mentor. Sally is 
Chairwoman of the lifestyle brand Weird Fish and of the ethical, global 
market place Everpress. She is an operating partner at Future Business 
Partnership and a mentor to purpose-driven female entrepreneurs.

In the past, the relationship between business and charity has 
been distrustful on both sides. Those of us in business are often 
stereotyped as unfeeling and faceless, while the charity sector 
is often regarded as hapless and tree hugging. Today, the two 
are a lot closer together, not just in terms of their relationship 
but also how they organise the work. Gone are the days where 
a business just made money or where charities were expected 
to solve society’s problems on their own.  I am now delighted to 
see charities and business finding common ground and working 
together to both learn from each other. Why should business and 
charities not work together to make our world a better place?
 
There is more overlap between business, charities and social 
enterprises than ever before. I only work with businesses that 
have planet and people at the heart of their organization. Half 

of the organisations I work with are not-for-profit and half 
are commercial companies. Across all these brands, we have 
very similar conversations, we talk about the same issues, we 
measure the same things.
 
The experience of the pandemic has turbocharged this closening 
of relationships. It has become evident that businesses cannot 
flourish in this world if they don’t look at things beyond profit. 
If they don’t change their ways they risk losing customers and 
becoming unattractive to employees. It is now an absolute 
business imperative that companies have a purpose beyond just 
making profit.
 
When I used to go to talk to Boards about doing good and doing 
more than just making money, it was quite a hard sell. Now, 
it is easier. There is what I call the the heart sell and the head 
sell. The heart sell is a question: if you’re in this tremendously 
privileged position, able to employ people and have a big impact 
on the world, then why would you not do good? 

Business leaders should do good things because it is the right 
thing to do but if that argument doesn’t resonate then there 
are others that will. The head sell concentrates on employees 
and recruits as well as customers and consumers. Nowadays 
graduates and school leavers are looking for purpose as much 
as they’re looking for big salaries. If you don’t have a purpose at 
the heart of your company you’re likely to miss out on the best 
talent. Similarly purpose drives engagement among employees. 
Values-driven employees take less time off, their levels of 
innovation are higher. They will stay with you longer, and be 
more productive.
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From a consumer point of view, customers are increasingly 
looking for values as well as value. At any one time, around a 
quarter of consumers are boycotting a business because it is 
doing something they perceive to be against their values. In 
summary, why would you not take actions that are good for 
business value and which attract customers and employees?

On the other side of the coin, smart charities look at their 
finances just as closely as a corporations would. They don’t want 
to have deficits in their balance sheet, and they don’t want to be 
running out of money. They want to be helping more and more 
people and doing so in an efficient and effective way. Most good 
charities look at their finances just as hard as corporates do.

When I was CEO at White Stuff, all of our shops had a local charity 
they worked with. We not only gave money but also volunteered 
time with those charities. Customers, staff and the charities all 
worked together to raise money for good causes. 
 
Charities have lived experience that can be a source of insight 
for business. As vice chair of the Eve Appeal, I saw this in our 
partnership with Tesco, working with some of their senior 
management who were passionate about women’s health. Yes, 
they helped us to raise money, but perhaps more strategically, 
it prompted a change in the language they were using around 
women’s period products, moving away from horrible terms like 
‘feminine hygiene’ and ‘sanitary’ to more inclusive terms like 
‘women’s health’ or simply ‘period products’.

I currently chair the charity Pilotlight which works with business 
leaders to match them with not-for-profits. The charities present 
with a problem or challenge and Pilotlight curates teams of 

business people to work with the charity leaders to support them 
through strategic coaching and advice. Business leaders also 
learn from the charity leaders. They not only get to experience 
life in a different sector but also learn different ways of leading, 
different ways of listening and of influencing. 
 
This is one example of an organisation that bridges the worlds 
of business and of charity. Another, is a new charity that I have 
just got involved in, REN (Refugee Employment Network). REN 
works to ensure that refugees are able to access appropriate, 
fulfilling employment. The network brings together candidates, 
support organisations, and public and private sector employers to 
provide opportunities for refugees. REN work as an intermediary 
to really help all parties - the state, companies and the refugees 
themselves - to have good outcomes.
 
Partnerships with charities can go wrong at times. Companies, 
for example, might promise to donate a percentage of profits of a 
specific product to a charity. However, unfortunately, the product 
chosen might not end up actually making any profit. This can 
cause disappointment and distrust even though it is usually a 
result of poor planning rather than malicious intent. It is therefore 
really important to be crystal clear what the expectations are on 
both sides when agreeing a partnership between a business and 
a charity.
 
There is no shortage of advice on leadership today, but the 
fundamentals have not changed. I believe that a good leader 
today has the same qualities and is doing the same things as a 
good leader ten, twenty or thirty years ago. However, the context 
for that leadership has changed. I think that we have been very 
insular in the past by talking about growing the best leaders in 
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the world and now we need to talk about growing the best leaders 
for the world. Good leaders today understand their place in the 
world, the wider context and the wider stakeholders. I think that 
for a long time business leaders didn’t really understand the 
power that they had to do good. They were just fixated on profit 
and bad leaders thought the way of maximising it was through 
the outdated leadership models like command and control. 

Today good leaders realise the opportunities lie in collaborative 
and democratic styles of leadership. They realise that having 
a purpose beyond profit really unites customers, staff and 
suppliers. Smart and forward-looking leaders realise that values 
create value and that everyone can win not just those at the top.

Dame Elizabeth Corley
Chair, Impact Investing Institute

Elizabeth has extensive experience in the financial services industry, 
having been CEO of Allianz Global Investors, initially for Europe then 
globally, from 2005 to 2016.  She continued to act as an advisor to the 
company until the end of 2019.  Previously she was at Merrill Lynch 
Investment Managers and Coopers & Lybrand.  Elizabeth is a Non-
Executive Director of BAE Systems plc, Pearson plc and Morgan Stanley 
Inc.  Elizabeth is active in representing the investment industry and 
developing standards within it. 

She is chair of the Impact Investing Institute; a director of the Green 
Finance Institute and serves on the investment committee of the 
Leverhulme Trust.  Elizabeth is a member of the CFA Future of Finance 
Advisory Council, AQR Asset Management Institute, the Committee of 
200 and the 300 Club.  

As well as being a trustee of the British Museum, Elizabeth is a Fellow of 
the Royal Society of Arts and is also a published author of crime thrillers.  
She was appointed Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire 
in the Queen’s Birthday Honours in 2019 for her services to the economy 
and financial services.
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The idea that business can benefit from engaging with charity 
flows naturally from the growing recognition of corporate 
purpose. More and more companies have recognised that they 
have multiple stakeholders and that these stakeholders expect 
them to be driven by something more than the bottom line.

That isn’t to lose sight of the importance of the bottom line, 
but there is an expectation that it can be considered slightly 
differently as purpose starts to drive strategy.

This has changed the nature of the conversations that happen in 
business leadership circles, whether management conversations 
or Board conversations. All this has had a profound consequence 
for what used to be called Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). 
CSR was often tucked away as an add on. Now it is a Board 
matter. As such, it requires dedicated attention, just as audit or 
remuneration or other topics do. 

Purpose has become central to the Board agenda. This would be 
true for all the Boards I sit on. Rather than ticking the box, for 
example because of a need to say something on it at the end of 
the year, we are seeing something more fundamental. Once a 
consideration of purpose starts to drive business strategy, then 
out of this comes a series of questions such as: who are our 
stakeholders; what do they expect of us; why are we doing it? In 
this context, engagement with charities or philanthropic ventures 
or social enterprises is recast in a broader business context. 

Where I have seen best practice engagement between business 
and charity, it is invariably where it is directly relevant to the 
business. When I first became aware of charities in a business 
context, it used to be in the form of a popularity contest. Employees 
would vote for their favourite charities. A popularity contest was 

great in terms of engaging people and them feeling that they 
were doing something good. This was an improvement on 
what went on before, which is that the charity a business would 
support would be whatever the Chair or the Chief Executive felt 
passionate about. But it never became more than an adjunct to 
the business.

Where it became much more meaningful, less open to fads and 
fashions, was when it became something that employees in 
particular believed in. This was not then just about money but 
about intellectual capital and emotional capital. As companies 
began to realize that this was core to their own engagement 
with staff, it shifted the nature of charities and philanthropic 
opportunities that people looked for. In turn, charities learned to 
recast what they do in order to fit this.

Partnership between business and charity in this context 
can be great but is not always effective. I run a not for profit 
organization myself as Chair of the Impact Investing Institute. It 
is welcome to receive unencumbered funds, but at other times, 
the challenge for charities is that money can come at too high a 
price in terms of expectations and indeed costs.

That is something companies need to be very thoughtful about, 
so that the nature of their engagement and their expectations is 
complementary to the underlying purpose of both partners. 

One growing area of good practice is mentoring, where business 
employees play a role in mentoring charity staff or people in the 
community. We are seeing reverse mentoring grow too, where 
experience and insights are brought back into the company.  
Another growing area of good practice is being more thoughtful 
about procurement, for example from social enterprises. 
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There is nothing wrong per se with mixed motives. There is a 
desire to give and to feel good about giving, but awareness of this, 
and being thoughtful about not distorting charitable purpose is 
really important.

What happened over the pandemic was a tailwind, not a 
headwind for some businesses. In the sectors that have been 
able to navigate a reasonable level of commercial activity during 
the pandemic, my experience is that they have become much, 
much more thoughtful about people, strategy and purpose, 
rather than the opposite.

It is also a stark reality that the pandemic revealed major 
differences in outcomes and experiences for different parts of 
society, underlining a range of embedded injustices. The way in 
which the lottery of the pandemic fell on different communities 
and different income groups and different places in the country 
made many people more thoughtful about what inclusion really 
meant.

And then, on top of that, we have had a real acceleration on the 
climate emergency and a recognition that the transition to a 
lower carbon economy will have social consequences as well.

A third driver, alongside this, has been the translation of Black 
Lives Matter into a social justice movement around the world. 
These three things all came together. In the period of three or 
four months I noticed in every single board on which I sat, these 
were the dominant conversations in the main boardroom.

Diversity and inclusion opened to include equity, or equality, too, 
from products and services through to its internal practices and 
procedures, its recruitment, representation, pay…  all of these 
things. 

We can’t go on saying ‘well we’re making incremental progress 
and that is good enough’. It is not good enough and I have seen a 
realisation of this among some business leaders. I am not saying 
it is universal, but there has been a shake-up of attitudes and 
genuine concerns about the risks of reversion post crisis.

Purpose was given a boost by the pandemic. It created a freedom 
for the best businesses to think deeply rather than just focus on 
survival. 

It is as if the urgency, both on the environmental side and on 
the social side, plus people realizing how fast things can change 
in the context of a pandemic, has taken hold. If you look at the 
speed of reaction, the adaptation has been amazingly fast in 
some places. And I think people are saying that’s what we need: 
that’s the pace.

I find that people now talk much more about giving back, more 
so perhaps than they do about charity. There is a sense that we 
have advantages, we have privileges and how do we make sure 
that is genuinely shared?

For me, I see this as an employee movement. Employees have 
an expectation of their management and their leaders to get 
on with it, to get with the programme. In some sectors, it is a 
customer movement as well. 

Employees want to be engaged, want to feel that it is not just 
about writing a cheque. There is a growing realization that 
giving days of pro bono time to employees should in some way 
be part of their employment package.

There is here a recognition too that these are not things that can 
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be bucketed into silos. They are part of the same thing. The same 
for culture and leadership style, where employees expect some 
consistency, they don’t want you to be good here and bad there: 
that you can offset something which feels wrong, say, around 
recruitment with another initiative which is about philanthropy. 
You can’t try to offset bad practice in one place with doing good 
in another. That is just not acceptable anymore. 

Increasingly we have seen companies reporting on their policy 
and practice on pro bono volunteering. It has been more prevalent 
in the United States and now it is coming here. 

Forging partnerships and then sustaining them through, beyond 
individual relationships, is tricky. The good news is that with 
initiatives such as community mentoring, there is a realisation 
that money alone doesn’t do it. There is a need for social, 
emotional and intellectual capital as well.

That is all particularly true for financial services companies in 
cities where they are literally only one or two blocks away from 
extremes of poverty and deprivation.

Bridging the gap is something that takes care, patience and skill. 
There are levels of distrust and misunderstanding, but what you 
want is to have the conversation on equal terms. 

Sometimes it [that conversation] needs help and facilitation. 
The best practice is where interventions are designed with the 
recipients, rather than targeted at the recipients. I am not saying 
that this always happens. It requires humility on the part of 
companies to listen - rather than believing that sitting in your 
office on the 10th floor, you understand exactly what people need.

Rebecca Dunn FCG
Head Of Sustainability at Spectris plc

Rebecca Dunn is Head of Sustainability at Spectris plc.  She is responsible 
for devising and delivering the company’s sustainability strategy, including 
environmental, social and governance goals. Prior to her current role at 
Spectris, she spent twenty years in senior governance roles in a number 
of UK listed companies.  She is a Fellow of the Chartered Governance 
Institute.

As a business, Spectris has traditionally been very far removed 
from the charity sector.  With Covid, that has started to change 
– the pandemic made us think more about community and 
the world around us. In doing so, we have also found that our 
understanding of the charity sector has changed; what we first 
saw as a channel for corporate donations is becoming a partner 
for business innovation. 

We started by asking where we could target some money to help 
the communities around us.  We were surprised when charities 
came back to us saying it shouldn’t just be about a donation. 
They wanted to work with us, to create a two-way street.  The 
result has been a far richer conversation - an equal exchange of 
ideas on the parts we could both have in helping make the world 
a better place.  
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This is challenging our culture, but in a good way. Like many 
companies we tend to be quite introspective. We look at the 
world from the inside out.  

Take diversity for example. We have made good progress 
on a range of diversity issues, but we have further to go. Our 
leadership group is probably fairly homogenous. And yet we are   
all in a race for neuro diversity and diversity of thought.  What 
the charities are offering us is a different viewpoint into our 
world of business.  I have found that when you start discussing 
issues with the social or environmental sectors, you find they are 
using a richer lens to consider a problem and to surface potential 
solutions.

It’s quite an eye-opener. We went into a conversation with our 
chequebook and we came out thinking about how we could 
work more effectively around the world.

To take one example, the Washing Machine Project is a charity 
that looks to take a burden off women in a core area of their lives. 
70% of the world’s population lack access to an electric washing 
machine. When we started talking to them, we thought we could 
give them some money, but it quickly turned into a conversation 
on how we can work with them on engineering, to create new 
solutions.

Our engineers are using their brains in a different way than they 
do on a day-to-day basis. They’re loving the challenge. They’re 
engaged and they’re happy doing it. But, even more importantly 
than that, they’re tackling a global problem.

This is helping us to change ways of thinking, to open up the 
rigid corporate structures around us, our cultural default, and to 

do what charities try to do, to be open, flexible and ambitious. Part 
of these corporate structures are around performance, because 
it is not just about thinking differently but also about judging 
success differently, using more than one lens to do so. For us, 
these lenses that have opened up are all potentially relevant. 
Some of them are cost lenses, some of them are not. 

An example is the lens of understanding the materials that we 
work with as a business. From a sustainability perspective, 
many of the challenges in the world are bound up with the stuff 
that we generate and use in our economy and society. Coming 
at our work from a different angle is so helpful in terms of 
developing a problem-solving capability, which you wouldn’t 
easily get otherwise. 

Many of these challenges are global ones, which is always going 
to be less instinctive to companies that have a Westernized 
leadership team, who will come through their careers in the 
same sorts of companies. Charities have wider connections, and 
access to rich veins of lived experience.

These issues are pivotal to us for the future of the business, 
because to be a sustainable company, we need to be resilient and 
we need to look to the future. To do that we need to reconsider a 
lot of the behaviors and ways of working that we took for granted 
from the last 50 years of work. It is hard to do that. You can’t just 
stop and hope. You can stop and think, but that’s not enough in 
itself to bring about the seismic shift in thinking we need. We 
have to be challenged in new ways of working, for those ways of 
working to start to embed themselves. 

So many businesses will say that they are going to be sustainable 
now, but in my experience, you won’t succeed unless you address 
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the culture and model of the business and build it back up again 
in a new form. To do that, you need to be brave and to find very 
different ways of working. Here, the charitable sector is brilliant 
because they’re not being judged on their financial performance. 
They have a different set of priorities, face different pressures 
and use different ways of measuring success. Just look ahead 
and you can see quite quickly how much richer it can be to work 
in that way.

Business and charity need to share skills if we are to grow 
the talent that we need to succeed in future. When it comes to 
recruitment, recognizing the pressures on us and the pressures 
on charities I think many companies will find their people in the 
charitable sector. I can see already that we could now work with 
anyone.

All this remember, is focused on our employees, of today and 
tomorrow. We want to bring new ideas and to be an attractive 
place for people to work. After all, if you’re trying to recruit 
young bright people to your organization now, you need to be 
more than a successful company. The metrics work. You will 
have less attrition, you will have better engagement, and people 
will want to join you.

In business, we have had a model in which we take very creative 
people and very technical people who want to build and build a 
future and we put them into a corporate box. This lets them out 
of that, it gets them to think and be alive again. It is a breath of 
fresh air. 

 

 

Chris Gerrard
Catchment and Biodiversity Manager, Anglian Water plc

Chris Gerrard is Anglian Water’s Catchment and Biodiversity Manager. 
He leads a team that delivers the company’s strategy to help reverse 
biodiversity loss in the region, as well as a team of catchment management 
specialists who engage with the agriculture sector to manage water quality 
risks. Prior to that he was Director of Living Landscapes for the Wildlife 
Trust for Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire. He was 
also the Project Manager of the Great Fen Project, a leading landscape-
scale conservation project between Huntingdon and Peterborough. Chris 
is a Chartered Environmentalist, has an honours degree in Environmental 
Science, a Professional Diploma in Management and is a board member 
of the Chartered Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management. 

I worked for the Wildlife Trust for 20 years before joining 
Anglian Water in 2013.   My whole career has been about ecology 
and environmental protection, and it’s impossible to ignore the 
massive role which the private sector has to play.  I jumped at 
the opportunity to influence what at least one private company 
was doing, in part because I saw how seriously Anglian took its 
environmental responsibilities.    

The traditional way in which business has engaged with the 
charitable sector has often been through funding, it’s very much 
an arms’ length transaction where there is no real partnership 
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beyond financing.  Anglian has taken a different approach.  For 
example we’re a long term partner of Keep Britain Tidy, on the 
RiverCare and BeachCare programme.  That means not only 
providing core funding to run the programme, but actively being 
part of the management of the project.  

Increasingly we’re encouraging charities to work with us as a 
delivery partner to help us achieve specific objectives.  This can 
be a relatively new experience for them, and we can see how for 
some it’s opening new doors and giving them the ability to grow 
and gain the confidence to take on new challenges.  Through 
partnering with us they develop the strength and capacity to 
achieve more across their agenda.  

Our statement of purpose is to bring environmental and social 
prosperity to our region through our commitment to Love Every 
Drop.  When we work on delivering environmental and social 
impact through smaller, regional charities, that has a double 
impact.  First it helps us hit our own targets – and second, it 
deepens and strengthens the region’s ability to engage with 
a whole series of other important issues which lie outside 
Anglian’s corporate footprint.  

Looking back I realize that I used to see life as very 
compartmentalized, with three siloed sectors – public, private 
and charitable – each with their own specific roles and 
responsibilities in society.  Over time I’ve come to understand 
that this kind of silo thinking is actually part of the problem.  
Blurring some of those lines is incredibly productive and helps 
to bind us with a common sense of purpose.   When companies, 

charities and local authorities work together with the wider 
community, we think differently about their own environmental 
responsibilities.

The more closely we align our environmental programmes with 
our core business activities, the better.  A good example is our use 
of treatment wetlands.  In nature, wetlands fulfil an important 
part of the water cycle as well as being important habitats 
in their own right.  We’re working to create new wetlands by 
integrating them into our own water cycle.  The water returned 
to us by customers needs treating before being returned to the 
river.  But now, alongside treating it in one of our water recycling 
centers, we intend to put the water into wetlands for further 
treatment – natural filtration through the ecosystem – before it 
flows back into a river.  This way we give new life to wetlands 
and the final water that re-enters the river is even cleaner.

We’ve had real success with this in North Norfolk, working 
with a local trust which we are paying to manage the scheme 
over the long-term, and we are now looking at rolling out up 
to 34 wetlands projects across our region, subject to feasibility.  
However many we build, they will need to be managed in the 
long term and I hope that could be another opportunity to work 
with Rivers Trust and Wildlife Trusts to maximize their value 
for wildlife and people.

Our business is wholly dependent on the quality of our 
environment.  Nature-based solutions are clearly the way 
forward.  Increasingly, that will mean partnerships between 
business, charities, and local community organisations.  From 
a capital investment perspective we’re always going to need 
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fixed asset, but the wetlands example show how nature-based 
solutions can play an important role alongside these, whether 
that’s protecting water resources, reducing flood risk or treating 
used water before we return it safely to the environment.  
Strategies like peatland restoration, soil carbon sequestration 
and tree planting will help Anglian Water achieve our own 2035 
net zero carbon target as well as improving the environmental 
quality of our region – and they are best done in partnership 
with the community.

My own journey, which has brought me from the environmental 
NGO world into Anglian, is  a small part of the rich 
interconnectivity that makes dialogue and partnership possible.  

 

 

 

Amanda Mackenzie OBE
CEO Business In The Community

Amanda Mackenzie is the chief executive of Business in the Community - 
The Prince’s Responsible Business Network - which aims to create healthy 
communities with successful business at their heart. Previously, Amanda 
was a member of Aviva’s Group Executive for over 8 years as CMO and 
joined Aviva to change its name from Norwich Union. Amanda has over 
25 years of commercial experience, including director roles at British 
Airways Airmiles, BT and British Gas. She is a non-executive director of 
Lloyds Banking Group, chairing the responsible business committee. 
Formerly, she was a non-executive director of Mothercare Plc. and sat on 
the audit committee for 6 years. She was on the board of the National 
Youth Orchestra for 10 years and was a member of Lord Davies’ review 
to increase the number of women on boards. Amanda is a Life Fellow of 
the RSA and Fellow and former President of the Marketing Society. Prior 
to her current role Amanda, on loan from Aviva, helped launch the UN’s 
Global Goals as executive advisor to Project Everyone – a Richard Curtis 
co-founded campaign for the UN. Amanda is Chair of The Leadership 
Council.

Starting my career in the commercial sector, it took me a while 
to realise that what really drives me is when I see things in 
society which are not as good as they can be and I have even a 
small role in helping fix them.  For example at British Gas solving 
the problem of our most vulnerable customers who have to use 
coin meters to pay for supply which didn’t give them access to 
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the cheapest tariffs.  Over time I’ve migrated my career more 
into the charity and NGO world, but I remain fully convinced 
of the power of business to achieve significant positive change.  
When I meet young people with a strong social motivation 
who are considering which career path they should take, I’m 
quick to emphasise that if you’re part of a Unilever or a Reckitt 
Benkiser your opportunity to influence how safe it is to go to the 
loo in India, for example, thereby savings thousands of lives, is 
arguably much greater than if you’re in a development NGO.  

Professional life tends to try and box people off into specific 
structures or silos, when in fact I firmly believe that most of us 
have a range of motivations and concerns which can surface 
at different times throughout a career.  Of course there are 
individuals at the extreme end of commerciality or the extreme 
end of public service and they probably would not thrive outside 
those environments.  But, to take one example, most people at 
some stage have the experience of jury service – a pure public 
duty for social good – and I have yet to meet anyone who hasn’t 
had their perspective broadened by that experience.  Having to 
speak with and solve problems with people who are very far 
from your usual frame of reference is incredibly enriching.  So 
why don’t we think about that more broadly?

I’d encourage anyone in business to take that approach to 
getting involved in public service of some form.  The path for 
senior executives to add third sector experience to their CVs by 
taking on a charity trusteeship or a NED Civil Service brief is well 
trodden, but I think that it can be even more beneficial to take up 
such challenges earlier in a career or even full time.  You’re likely 
to have more energy to bring to the cause you embrace, and you 

will certainly learn a great deal that will be of value to you when 
you go back in to the commercial world.   I have been fortunate 
to have had employers who were generous enough to support 
me through some of those experiences, and I realise that not all 
corporate employers share that approach.  My hope is that one 
impact of this report will be to open some eyes in UK plc to the 
huge upside of encouraging and supporting employees to pursue 
some form of public service.  

The reverse trend, of people from NGOs being pulled into the 
corporate world to help deliver the fast growing environmental 
and social goals being set by business, is both encouraging and 
slightly alarming.  The number of UK corporate jobs with an ESG 
remit has doubled in the past year, and by definition many of 
the skills needed to fill those jobs are going to come from the 
third sector.  That’s making some NGOs almost training grounds 
for corporate jobs.  One of BITC (Business In The Community)’s 
member businesses has recently recruited several of our staff 
and while in a way that’s an incredible testimonial, it’s also 
slightly problematic.  Clearly there is short term gain but in the 
long term the external diverse perspective could be lost and I 
wouldn’t want to see NGOs turning into outsourced low cost 
training grounds for the corporate ESG world.  

I’m less concerned about the possible impact on organisations 
like BITC: fortunately we have no shortage of excellent candidates, 
including from business, for posts with us.  But for smaller or 
more niche NGOs it could be a problem.  However, longer term, if 
this kind of trend turns into a two way street with people from 
both the NGO and commercial worlds deciding to devote parts of 
their careers to ‘life on the other side’, that’s going to be a huge 
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positive.  The best thought leadership and innovative problem 
solving comes from people with multi-sector experience.  

There are some important watch-outs for people, particularly 
from the corporate sector, moving into leadership positions in 
the non-profit world.  As a leader in business frequently one of 
the biggest challenges is to get employees to relate to and care 
about the purpose of the business.  We know that when this is 
achieved, it releases an enormous amount of discretionary effort 
in any organisation: connection to a purpose which we believe 
in is the fuel we need as humans to go the extra mile.  Coming 
into a campaigning NGO as a leader from that background, you 
suddenly find you have the reverse problem.  You find yourself 
managing a group of people who are so totally focused every 
hour of every day on the cause, the change they want to see 
in the world, the levels of energy can be hard to control and 
direct.  The bar is set extremely high on standards, the desire 
for consultation is great and yet resources and time are very 
limited. And because of that immense personal commitment 
and connection, you find ‘random acts’ breaking out everywhere.

Someone in the organisation can’t bear to see school breakfasts 
not being delivered in Reading, or refugee CVs not being written 
in Cardiff, and they’ll make it their business to get stuck in.  
Admirable – but also unmanageable, and it’s hard to steer a 
focused strategic path, to bring everyone with you at pace, when 
everyone feels entitled in part to define their own agenda.  The 
solution is spending a lot of time helping everyone define a single 
agenda which everyone can get behind. I definitely didn’t spend 
enough time doing this at the beginning of my tenure as CEO. 

Crossing over, cross-fertilisation between these worlds is not 
for the faint hearted.  Travelling in either direction there will 
be culture shocks and bumps in the road.  But I am convinced 
that if you want to make yourself into a rounded professional 
– indeed a rounded person – you should commit to getting out 
of the comfort zone of your safe commercial or campaigning 
world, and experience life from a different angle.  I’d like to 
see progressive investors beginning to make that part of the 
conversations with business: what are you doing about crossover 
talent and experience?  We have seen how a push from investors 
has created real momentum around ESG: I’d recommend they 
add a question about crossover talent between business and 
NGOs to their lexicon as a logical next step.

At the moment this kind of crossover is happening in isolated 
pockets, and it’s happening because corporates want to fast track 
their ESG credentials and actions.  It’s not happening because 
of a recognition of the extraordinary things that happen to both 
individuals and organisations when people cross that divide.  I’d 
like to see this established in people’s minds as a normal and 
necessary part of any CV. 
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Sir Harvey McGrath
Chair of Big Society Capital & Chair of the Advisory Council 
of the Impact Investing Institute

Sir Harvey McGrath is Chair of Big Society Capital, and Chair of the 
Advisory Board of the Impact Investing Institute. He is the former Chair of 
Prudential plc, Man Group plc, the London Development Agency, and of 
the Governors of Birkbeck College, University of London.

Harvey is also Chair of West London Zone, which supports children and 
young people; Chair of Funding London, which provides capital to London 
based early-stage businesses; and a trustee of New Philanthropy Capital, 
a research-based charity which gives advice and guidance to donors and 
charities. He is Co-chair of the campaign for the University and Colleges 
of Cambridge, a member of the Advisory Board of the Sutton Trust and is 
an active philanthropist and social investor

The rise of the ‘purpose’ agenda, linked to ESG, does create an 
opportunity.  Businesses are looking with more attention at the 
charity, NGO and social enterprise sectors because they are aware 
that those organisations have been entirely built around purpose, 
to deliver positive social and environmental impact. 

The picture is however mixed.    Some businesses continue to see 
their only purpose as to make money within the law; delivering 
wider benefits and dealing with negative externalities they 
continue to see as the role of philanthropy and government rather 
than a core corporate responsibility.  The proliferation of corporate 

‘foundations’ can be seen as an attempt to bridge that gap.

However the longer term trend certainly seems to be bringing 
wider issues, and wider stakeholder definitions, centre stage for 
many businesses.  In part this is straightforward risk management, 
but it goes beyond that.  There is a growing perception that a 
business’s license to operate is a function of the way they manage 
their impact on people and the planet – so in extremis, without 
change, this can be an existential threat.

I’ve been fascinated to see how change has been driven by both 
customers and investors, who increasingly require an alignment 
of a purpose and values within a business with their own, or 
their clients.  This leads to some fundamental changes not only 
in corporate ethos and behaviour, but also in capital allocation, 
reflected in for example the significant growth of responsible and 
ESG funds.

By definition most NGOs and not for profits are structured around 
intentionality of purpose in a way that many businesses, however 
keen they may be to display their ESG credentials, are not – at 
least not yet.  This gap is in fact an opportunity, to re-think and 
deepen interactions between business and traditionally purpose-
focused organisations.

There has been some flow of people between business and NGOs, 
but much has been in one direction: business secondments to an 
NGO or social enterprise.  I’ve seen limited examples of people 
moving in the opposite direction, from civil society / not for profits 
into business.  Why is that?

One reason is that it’s only something larger organisations can do 
because of people and resource constraints.  For example, West 
London Zone which I chair has only some 60 staff: not easy to see 
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how someone could be spared for a secondment into business.  
That may be less of a problem for large scale national charities.  
If we want to make this two-way flow a reality, there would be a 
good argument for creating a bridging resource particularly for 
mid level and smaller organisations.

Another stumbling block is the way in which dialogue between 
commercial and non-commercial sectors typically develops.  It 
tends to start with a pitch from an NGO for cash or other forms 
of support.  Typically that comes to a CSR team or a Corporate 
Foundation as a bid for resources focused on the needs of the 
NGO.  It is much rarer to find a dialogue which starts with a more 
holistic view of a business’s relationships with stakeholders.  
Business is becoming better at developing relationships which go 
deeper than just giving money, but these are still not particularly 
deep in most cases.  You can’t really start talking about a two-
way talent flow between these camps if the dialogue is based 
on, frankly, a begging letter.  There needs to be a much deeper 
meeting of minds between senior corporate and NGO leaders 
managers on how an NGO can be part of supporting a business on 
its positive and purposeful trajectory.  But it’s difficult to get out of 
the transactional box.

The benefits of taking experience from the ‘non commercial’ into 
the ‘commercial’ world can be impressive.  I’ve had experience of 
taking someone from a ‘profit with purpose’ organisation into an 
institutional investment manager on secondment.  That proved 
good for the individual’s development, and definitely helped the 
investment management house develop its approach to purpose 
and impact.  Two factors helped.  First, both organisations were 
investment management businesses, albeit with very different 
histories - so the skillset and sector had a relevance.  Second, the 
institutional investment manager had seen the trend towards 
ESG+ and impact, and wanted to sharpen their approach.

The listed institution is as a result now significantly more focused 
on a framework of measurement and management for impact, 
which is vitally important to the credibility of their offering in the 
market.  The secondment has proved to be a very leveraged way 
of achieving system change.

The idea of a bridging mechanism to allow talent to travel 
between NGOs and business could be both powerful and 
timely.  There are some models: the civil service has a fast track 
secondment mechanism which gives charities and NGOs access 
to civil servants.  It’s very structured and the secondments have a 
specific purpose, for example the need for strategy refresh which 
the organisation doesn’t have bandwidth to do for itself.  This is a 
helpful reminder of the need for absolute clarity of focus for any 
secondment programme.

A brokering mechanism could work, ideally on the basis of 
reciprocity, with a direct swap of talent out of and in to business.  
Where that is not possible, perhaps a corporate partner could 
provide funding to release someone from an NGO and bridge the 
staffing gap which that temporarily leaves.  As a membership 
organisation of corporates who are already on something of this 
journey, BITC would seem well placed to play a role.

On the NGO side, there’s not much sign of those relationships 
with corporates being firmly in place at the kind of strategic 
level needed to make sense of this idea.  However, there are some 
umbrella organisations who could be useful counterparts - Social 
Enterprise UK, NCVO, the Association of Charitable Foundations.

Sector and skills alignment is key to this being potentially 
transformational.  It will only work if the fit is right.
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Steve Murrells
CEO, Co-op

Steve Murrells became Co-op Group CEO in March 2017 having previously 
led the Co-op’s Food business. Steve was a key part of the Executive team 
who rescued and turned around the business post 2014 when the Group 
almost collapsed. Now, Steve has overall responsibility for all the Co-op’s 
businesses - Food, Funeralcare, Insurance and Legal Services. Steve has 
also overseen the acquisition of Nisa Retail Limited which now sees the 
Co-op wholesale to over 7,700 stores across the UK. The Co- op is the 
UK’s largest mutual business with more than 4.5 million members, 63,000 
colleagues and a presence in every postal region of the country. 
Steve has developed a bold vision for the Co-op, to ‘Co-operate for a fairer 
world.’ He has led the organisation to stay true to this throughout and in 
the aftermath of the Covid 19 crisis and campaigns boldly on issues such 
as violence against shop workers, modern slavery, racial inequality and 
food poverty. 

How we work outside of our traditional boundaries is an 
extremely topical conversation. At a personal level, but 
also through the lens of the Co-op, I’m a strong advocate for 
collaboration and partnering. The more challenges we face as 
a society at a national and global level, the clearer it is that no-
one can solve these on their own. For us, that means coming 
together with like-minded organizations and businesses, to 
make progress and achieve greater cut through with better 
outcomes.

With our vision as a business which is about co-operating for a 
fairer world, the experience of COVID-19 has put this agenda on 
steroids for us.

Whether it is the widening inequality gap that is opening up 
in the UK, whether it be loneliness or isolation, whether it be 
mental well being, whether it be, say, access to free water for all 
on a global basis or just everybody having the chance to get on in 
their careers and their lives, so that we become a more inclusive 
society… All of this, in my opinion, requires partnership and 
collaboration.

I have recently taken the role of Chair of the British Retail 
Consortium Climate Roadmap, which allows me to talk to other 
businesses and organizations about a common plan to face the 
biggest challenge that we have – that of climate change. 

Charities are part of this emerging business landscape. I believe 
it is far better for us to be ‘learn it alls’ rather than ‘know it alls’.

With the charity sector, we are already working with and 
connected to four and a half thousand small causes at the local 
level. We have partnerships with Mind and have helped Hubbub 
to launch 50 new community initiatives, which will be 250 by 
the end of 2022. The thinking, the insights, the conversation 
and the ability that these charities bring to those issues is very 
strong and we would be weaker without them.

I am interested in the scope for employment pathways to be 
created for people from the charity sector or from the commercial 
world to bridge across. When we come together with the charity 
sector, we do achieve far, far more.
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We have learned from the charity partnerships we have had, 
and as a result we are now in a more flexible, more responsive 
place. All partnerships are based around relationships of people, 
so in the early stage, you need to put the time in with the leaders 
to make sure that there’s a natural way of working.

In all of these big issues that we’re trying to play our part in, it’s 
not a tick box. You learn a little bit every time and yet you also 
hold the mirror.

This is about opening up your mind. When it comes to recruiting 
talent, people who have worked in the charity sector should be 
able to add as much value. In fact, for us, some people who have 
worked in businesses don’t then naturally align to a business 
like The Co-op, with our strong sense of purpose. 

Thinking skills, people skills - the charity sector has these in 
plentiful quantity, but I have to say that we haven’t traditionally 
reached out in that sector in the same way that we have with 
other marketplaces. This is a very good prompt and provocation, 
because in the last three or four years you’re starting to see these 
collaborative skills play out, in part in turn because businesses 
are partnering more with charity organizations.

My experience of the people that I see in the charity sector is 
they are really good leaders. They are really good thinkers. We 
will be richer, as a consequence, if some of them were in our 
organization.
I have been to events for example run by Global Citizen in London 
and in Germany. There, I am encountering people who are able 
to network across continents, to mobilise resources and achieve 

huge things. When I turned up in Frankfurt there was a crowd 
of 25,000 people. You have to be impressed by the way that being 
encouraged to come together, to be heard on important global 
issues, with the endorsement at a senior level, for example from 
Canadian Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau. 

It is a real reminder of the talent pool that exists in the charity 
sector - of entrepreneurial individuals who get things done.

And compare that with what we do in business, with Annual 
General Meetings (AGMs). AGMs are dying, frankly, but charity 
campaigns ought to be very inspiring for us in terms of how 
we need to think about bringing people with us. It is what the 
charity sector does really well.

I want a more inclusive work force. For this reason, the idea of 
a cross fertilisation of talent from the charity sector will be a 
powerful idea for us to take forward. 

For us, engagement with charities has helped us to restore some 
of the culture that we were born with, as a co-operative. We had 
lost our way as an organisation, in the run up to the troubles 
at the Co-operative Bank. We thought that with size and scale 
came the mindset of a PLC rather than a Co-op. But the place 
where we could tell our stories with a real difference was in our 
partnerships at a community level.  What the team here worked 
out really quickly though, was that you can make more impact 
by working with smaller causes and charities.

That was the real unlock, to complement your national approach 
with local action through local causes. We have then added to 
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that by recruiting 1,000 people to act as local Member Pioneers 
for The Co-op, working with those charities on the ground and 
combining the physical side of our food assets and our funeral 
branches in local communities with people on the ground, get-
ting out.

We have now complemented this with the Co-operate App, 
which is a virtual platform to help people, including through the 
COVID crisis where they couldn’t come together. Alongside this, 
we also have our support for sponsored Academy schools. 

Together, this is working really well for us. Why? Because it 
places us at the heart of a paradigm shift which is driving the 
retail landscape, which is about two drivers in particular: hy-
per-local and innovation. The pandemic has simply accelerated 
this, driving the equivalent of five years change in one year. 

The Co-op is unusual, yes, but these drivers are changing things 
for all business. If you’re the CEO of a PLC, the agenda is far 
more than shareholder value and movements in the share price. 
Shareholders themselves expect business to face into issues that 
are coming, that affect markets and society more widely. They 
are increasingly judged by measures of shared value that are in 
line with those that co-ops have held their CEOs accountable for, 
for many, many years. 

Even so, I still see a distinct difference, I think, between what 
we try to do and where PLCs are, because most are still in the 
Corporate Social Responsibility camp. Our agenda is a lot richer, 
deeper and more authentic. 

When Marcus Rashford started his charitable work- who was 
the business that was by his side at the beginning – marshalling 
the facts, drafting his letter to the Prime Minister? It was The 
Co-op.

Marcus and the charity Fareshare have gone on to partner with 
many other organizations. I am proud that we were the ones that 
gave him his first TV coverage in one of our adverts. I am proud 
that he was able to leap from there to build other relationships 
with other businesses to face into the same course of action. It is 
a good thing that food and retail businesses are standing up and 
attempting to do something, attempting to be responsible.
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Mei Li Powell
Charity COO, NED and Board Member

Mei Li has had a global career in financial services spanning several 
decades leading marketing and business development teams at Citi, 
Euroclear and the RBS Group.  She is now leading a medical research 
charity, The Borne Foundation, and she serves as a non-executive director 
on the boards of the charity, Pilotlight, leadership development company, 
Extreme Leaders, and on the advisory board of the UK chapter of the 
Voluntary Solidarity Fund and the mobile giving charity tech start-up, 
Thinking of You.

Not-for-profit organisations can be a test bed for innovation 
and a purposeful introducer of new business opportunity 
for big business. I spent 28 years of my career working in 
large multinational corporations. While at Citigroup, I spent a 
few years developing a group-wide initiative to help cities be 
more efficient by structuring new solutions involving different 
business units and geographies. We found that an interesting 
way to develop and embed city-wide solutions that reached 
even the most disadvantaged members of the community was 
by partnering with the Microfinance unit and with the Citi 
Foundation.

Corporate foundations started as a way for the for-profit sector 
to focus their efforts to help the disadvantaged through their 

engagement with non-profits. They started as grant-making 
entities but many of these philanthropic foundations have 
evolved to become incubators of innovation. 

One of the Citi Foundation’s priorities is financial inclusion and 
Citi’s microfinance unit is focused on delivering financial services 
to the segment of the population who are largely unbanked, 
financially excluded. Issuing reloadable, stored value cards was 
a solution to address this challenge, but the Microfinance team 
soon partnered with mobile phone companies to offer basic 
financial services using mobile phones! We realised that while 
there are large segments of the population in the developing 
world that do not have a bank account, they all have mobile 
phones. They did not need to be smartphones as funds could be 
transferred safely and securely via SMS text messages.

By bringing together the technology of a large corporation, 
the financial resources of its Foundation and the insight and 
reach of a non-profit, a test case could be implemented. Once 
this is shown to work as a commercially viable solution that 
delivers societal value, we also have the knowledge, skills and 
partnerships in place to scale the service. 

Working in this way can spur cross industry collaboration. 
For example, a fast moving packaged goods company can 
partner with a pharmaceutical company and a financial 
services company alongside grass-roots charities to safely 
deliver medicines alongside retail products to large unbanked 
communities in the growing metropolises of temporary or 
informal housing. Entrepreneurship is very much part of the 
human instinct to survive. But many micro-enterprises and their 
distribution supply chains are unbanked, and the handling of 
cash is vulnerable to corruption and theft. Enabling the cashless 
exchange of goods and services encourages employment and lifts 
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the standard of living in the most disadvantaged communities 
around the world.  It opens up significant new markets for big 
business too.  A win-win for all.

Unless you step outside your boundaries, it is very hard to see 
the full picture. Large corporations, because of their size, can 
provide diversity of employment. However, roles also tend to be 
more specialised and employees can feel like they are a cog in a 
wheel. The scope of the job and line of sight tends to be limited 
to that combination of cog and wheel.

You can move across departments, divisions and even business 
units, but you may still only see another part of the same 
enterprise and experience the same work culture. People may 
leave companies when they feel that they have come to the end 
of their useful purpose in that particular system. When you have 
become a specialist in one field, it may not be easy to see how 
their skills may be applied in other settings. 

When I started to get involved with charities, I was surprised 
to find that, while smaller, their needs are not simpler than that 
of a business. But their co-dependence and interaction with the 
broader world beyond their internal organisation requires those 
involved to have a full, rich picture of the functional roles and 
landscape that they operate in.

Finding ways for employees in a business to engage with 
charities is a great tool for staff development. It is a mutually 
rewarding opportunity to give back. People who have great 
skills can apply those skills in new ways. In turn, they get back a 
renewed sense of purpose. This is career building. In short, done 
well, you get much more out of it than you put in. 
There is a war on talent. The business gains too in terms of agility 

and development, with more employees with the experience 
of how to be entrepreneurial and how to apply their skills in a 
broader small business setting. Retaining and developing talent 
is a high priority for any great business; supporting their desire 
to develop broader skills and purposeful experiences beyond the 
workplace pays dividends.

Many enlightened firms have charity partners. The focus of the 
relationship is traditionally on fundraising for their nominated 
charity. That is an easy message to convey: a charity needs 
funds for its work and that we can all get together to help out. 
The next stage is where, as in the work that Pilotlight supports, 
companies help staff to give their time and skills to the cause, 
and not just their money.  

It is validating. You are using your business skills, whether they 
are strategy, marketing, legal, finance or social media skills and 
applying them in a much broader sense than you would in your 
day job. You learn as a result. For the company looking at their 
learning and development provision, a programme of corporate 
volunteering built into their staff development portfolio of 
options would go a long way towards releasing and realising 
corporate purpose through their human capital. It can be a 
sustainable win-win for all involved.
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Melanie Richards
Non Executive Director Morgan Stanley International

Melanie joined Manchester Square Partners in September 2021 and 
specialises in sounding board advice to senior leaders across all sectors. 

With large-scale general management, board and advisory experience, 
Melanie was until September 2020 the Deputy Chair of KPMG UK, with a 
period as Acting Chair during the pandemic. She drove, with her fellow board 
members, the firm’s strategic direction and commercial performance. 
Melanie was heavily involved in its continuing transformation in areas such 
as risk, culture, diversity and inclusion, reputation and ESG. She ensured 
the voice of the firm’s key stakeholders was reflected at board level and 
worked with KPMG’s highest-profile clients and key stakeholders. 
 
She has almost 40 years’ corporate finance and capital markets experience.
 Melanie was awarded a CBE for her contribution to business and to the 
diversity and inclusion agenda in 2019. She is an Honorary Member of 
the ICAEW and has been awarded an Honorary Doctorate of Business and 
Administration from Oxford Brookes University.

Melanie is Chair of the Eve Appeal (a women’s cancer charity) and trustee 
of The Royal National Theatre and the Invictus Games Foundation. Married 
with two children, Melanie grew up in Wales and is passionate about rugby 
and theatre.  

I absolutely believe that there is a huge benefit on both sides 
of close collaboration and cooperation between the charitable 
sector and business – and the academic world as well.   Business 
people can learn so much from taking charitable roles and 
responsibilities.  At KPMG, when there was a national dearth of 
school Governors, people were encouraged to go for it, and this 
became a personal development opportunity as well as fulfilling 
an evident need.  The decision to support this and allow people to 
spend a number of paid working days on those roles was not just 
about doing good: it was clearly understood as an investment 
that could make our people better.

Organizations are at different points on the maturity curve of how 
to think about an agenda beyond classic shareholder returns.  
For some high quality organisations, the current push on ESG is 
fuelling even greater ambition because they have already been 
thinking about and implementing it for years, even decades.  For 
many others it will mean a radical change to the conversations 
in the boardroom.  The role that business/charity partnerships 
can play in opening up the space for those new conversations 
is significant.  Partly this is just through exposing people inside 
an organisation (either business or charity) to a lived experience 
outside the norm.  

But any partnership needs careful curation to ensure that 
there is an alignment of purpose and there is relevance to 
all the organisations involved. Most organisations will have 
transferable skills but working out the right ways to maximise 
value from both an organisational and an individual perspective 
is mission critical.

There is a tension here because at the same time, one compelling 
argument for building bridges is that when people find 
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themselves in conversations with people outside their normal 
environment, they have to learn to communicate in new ways.  
It’s quite easy to get into a fixed way of thinking and speaking 
– consultant speak or accountant speak for example – and 
stepping outside those walls is challenging in a very productive 
way.  The best opportunity to broaden your lens is to have other 
people in the room who don’t see the world the way you see it, 
so this is a reciprocal process which benefits both the ‘outsiders’ 
and the ‘insiders’.

Some businesses are sceptical about the transferable skills 
and capabilities of the charity world. I worked with a sight 
saving charity.  On the face of it that wouldn’t seem likely to be 
able to offer much relevant insight to business.  Yet they were 
working effectively around the world in difficult countries and 
tricky political environments, and the skills of managing their 
programme in those contexts could easily cross over into the 
business world.

One area where business and charity partnerships can work 
well is when a business is looking at its supply chains in terms 
of social and environmental impact.  The consumer goods sector 
has been looking to make systems changes over many years and 
many organisations such as Unilever and P&G have developed 
sophisticated programmes that often involve collaborating with 
the Third Sector to increase the pace of change and impact. As 
businesses and the Third Sector work together to address big, 
intractable issues and a generation of talent emerges that is 
seeking greater purpose, I can see this extending to individuals 
deciding to move from business into the Third Sector.  

I see three types of value being created by these exchanges.  
First, personal stretch and growth.  Second, systems change 
through the introduction of some new DNA.  Third, specific 

social and environmental positives.  For me this adds up to a 
compelling argument for more organisations to open themselves 
up to partnerships, dialogue and talent exchanges across the 
business/charity divide.

50 51



Founded in London in 2005, The Leadership Council brings 
together senior figures from commercial and public life.

We meet regularly to debate the leadership agenda, annually 
publishing the findings of our research into a specific leadership 
issue. 

The work of The Leadership Council is supported by Audley and 
The Newman Partnership.

www.leadershipcouncil.co.uk

Pilotlight is a charity that exists to amplify the impact that 
charities, businesses and individuals can bring to make a 
better world. Since 1996 we have helped over 1,000 charities 
who tackle social disadvantage to ignite change that lasts.
 
www.pilotlight.org.uk
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Members of The Leadership Council

Amanda Mackenzie OBE (Chair), CEO Business in the Community
Martin Newman (CEO), Founder, The Newman Partnership

Wendy Becker, Chairman, Logitech
Lord Browne, Executive Chairman, L1 Energy
Rita Clifton CBE, Deputy Chairman, The John Lewis Partnership
Dr Nicholas Cullinan, Director, The National Portrait Gallery
Simon Davies, Commissioner, Commission on Justice in Wales
Iain Ferguson CBE, Pro-Chancellor, Cranfield University 
Peter Flynn, Director, PriceWaterhouseCoopers
Val Gooding, Chairman, Aviva UK
Lord Hall of Birkenhead CBE
Nick Hampton, CEO, Tate & Lyle PLC
Hon. Mary Jo Jacobi Jephson, 
Non-Executive Director, The Weir Group PLC
Lord Janvrin
Sir Michael Lockett KCVO, Chairman, Audley
Ricardo Oberlander, President and CEO, Reynolds America Inc
David Richards CBE, Chairman, Prodrive
Sir John Scarlett, Chairman SC Strategy Ltd
Jens Schulte-Bockum, Group COO, MTN Group
Sam Smith, Chief Executive, FinnCap
Margherita Della Valle, Group CFO, Vodafone



Audley is a reputation and strategy consultancy that works 
with leaders in business and government to help them achieve 
their political, professional or personal goals. We design, develop 

opinions, shape their reputations, and navigate change. 

The team at Audley has years of experience at the highest levels 
of business, politics and national life. We understand how politics, 
the media, business and government intersect, which helps us 
define the strategies, language, networks and programmes our 
clients need to succeed.

Partner of Audley. 

We work with leaders around the world, across business, 
politics, sport and NGOs, focusing particularly on developing 
their own and their teams’ impact and communication skills.

The Newman Partnership is led by Martin Newman, founder 
and Director of The Leadership Council.

The work of The Leadership Council is supported 
by The Newman Partnership and Audley.
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The Great British
Talent Swap

A report on crossover opportunities 

between Businesses and Charities


