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Doing Good to Grow Beyond Great

OCTOBER 23, 2020 

By Rich Hutchinson and Nikolaus Lang

In a world in turmoil, the private sector can make a positive impact in the fight against

climate change and inequality, securing companies’ long-term advantage in the

process.

This commentary is inspired by ideas and examples presented in Beyond Great: Nine

Strategies for Thriving in an Era of Social Tension, Economic Nationalism, and

Technological Revolution by Arindam Bhattacharya, Nikolaus Lang, and Jim

Hemerling.
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COVID-19 has thrown into complete disarray any meaningful progress in addressing

the world’s largest societal problems. And we were making some good progress in

areas such as food insecurity, access to education, and overall rates of poverty. But

now, for example, the World Bank warns that the number of people living in

extreme poverty—those existing on less than $1.90 per day—is set to rise to 150

million by 2021, the first increase in two decades.

When the pandemic struck, we were already facing a complex web of mounting

societal and environmental challenges. And in a period of geopolitical uncertainty,

the pressure on business to address these challenges and contribute to real solutions

has steadily grown. Can business rise to the occasion?

In fact, the private sector not only has the ability to deliver a positive impact in the

fight against climate change and inequality, but doing so has become a requirement

for the longevity and increasing value of corporations. It is key to their ability to

survive and thrive.

CONTENDING WITH THREE FORCES TO DELIVER THE GREATEST GOOD

In Beyond Great, we learn that successful companies have to push beyond

traditional standards of corporate greatness in order to sustainably succeed today—

in an era dominated by three global forces that have been accelerated by COVID-

19:

• Social Tension. The accumulating strain on our natural ecosystem, as well as

rising inequality and increasing dissatisfaction with and skepticism about

capitalism, have led to greater social tensions around the world. We’ve seen

this play out in multiple ways over the past few years, including the gilets

jaunes in France, rising tensions in Chile, social unrest in Hong Kong, and the

Black Lives Matter movement in the US.

• Economic Nationalism. Up until about 2010, the world operated on a system

of free trade with very limited barriers. But a growing wave of nationalism and

declining multilateralism have led to more protectionist policies. Since 2015,

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/10/07/covid-19-to-add-as-many-as-150-million-extreme-poor-by-2021
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These three forces have scrambled the traditional playbook that winning businesses

have relied on in recent decades, but they also serve up important opportunities for

organizations armed with the right strategies to build advantage.

Number one among those strategies is the essential mindset shift from total

shareholder return to total societal impact—that is, the complete benefit to society

from a company’s products, services, operations, core capabilities, and activities. By

embedding the notion of doing good into their operations, companies can have a

positive impact on all stakeholders and deliver higher long-term shareholder

returns.

NATURA: A POSITIVE IMPACT ON COMMUNITY, AT SCALE

One of the most complex challenges when it comes to funding social impact

through the public sector is finding effective ways to deliver change at scale. But if a

private-sector company has social impact baked into its purpose, it can broaden its

societal reach as it grows and succeeds.

Brazilian cosmetics giant Natura is a perfect example. The company has a sales and

distribution model of 1.8 million consultants, primarily women from low- and

middle-income families, whose job is to sell the company’s products. Recognizing

the importance of training in the development of its consultants, Natura provides

them with extensive skills training in business and personal development.

Their work experience and training empower these consultants as entrepreneurs

within their communities and as strong advocates of the company. They can pay for

80% of global trade policies have been renegotiated or are under threat of

significant change.

• Technological Revolution. The exponential growth of digital technologies

and the availability of data have transformed consumer behavior and

expectations, led to an increasingly borderless online world, and shaken up

ways of working—all trends that have been accelerated by the pandemic.

https://www.bcg.com/featured-insights/winning-the-20s/optimize-social-business-value


© 2021 Boston Consulting Group 4

their children’s education and their families’ housing, gain access to health facilities,

and, in some cases, find freedom from gender violence.

In addition to supporting efforts to build stronger communities, Natura has focused

on sustainability since the 1980s. It works with thousands of small producers in the

Amazon, collaborating on sustainability campaigns and protecting millions of acres

of rainforest. And the company has been carbon neutral since 2007.

Natura, which in the last several years has acquired Avon, Aesop, and Body Shop,

rewards its shareholders as well as its community, outperforming the likes of

L’Oréal, Estée Lauder, and Shiseido. With core strategies focused on social and

environmental problems, it has delivered social impact and big profits.

ANGLO AMERICAN: CSR IS NOT ENOUGH

Stakeholders want evidence that companies care about the impact they have on

society. Socially conscious investing has taken off, doubling in number of funds and

value over the past three years. In addition, employees care about the effect their

employer has on the world, while consumers increasingly expect transparency from

companies and want to understand the purpose behind the brand.

In South Africa, local communities, environmentalists, governments, and investors

in global mining company Anglo American were asking the company to go beyond

the kind of corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs that are removed from

corporate strategy. So it set about reinventing itself, defining a new corporate

purpose that meant building into its mining program innovative social,

technological, and sustainability approaches.

New technologies have allowed the company to reduce the impact of extracting

natural resources. And by collaborating with governments, community leaders,

schools, faith groups, businesses, NGOs, and academics, Anglo American is working

to create new economic opportunities in addition to its core mining activities.

The company is also investing in education initiatives that not only upskill the

workforce but educate young people in the skills that they’ll need in the future. The

https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/social-impact-sustainability/how-sustainable-finance-is-shifting-future-of-investing


© 2021 Boston Consulting Group 5

programs are still new, but efforts to benefit the broader community—

environmentally and economically—can be an effective way to become more

socially anchored and offer a win-win to leadership.

In a world in turmoil—driven by powerful global forces and made all the more

uncertain as the pandemic continues—the private sector has a chance to step up

and go beyond the traditional notion of great. With an agenda of total societal

impact, leaders are preparing their companies for a future in which they can come

out ahead—and everyone wins.
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ABOUT BOSTON CONSULTING GROUP

Boston Consulting Group partners with leaders in business and society to tackle their

most important challenges and capture their greatest opportunities. BCG was the

pioneer in business strategy when it was founded in 1963. Today, we work closely with

clients to embrace a transformational approach aimed at benefiting all stakeholders—

empowering organizations to grow, build sustainable competitive advantage, and drive

positive societal impact. 

Our diverse, global teams bring deep industry and functional expertise and a range of
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perspectives that question the status quo and spark change. BCG delivers solutions

through leading-edge management consulting, technology and design, and corporate and

digital ventures. We work in a uniquely collaborative model across the firm and

throughout all levels of the client organization, fueled by the goal of helping our clients

thrive and enabling them to make the world a better place.
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