
Special report: Working in the ‘new normal’

What does a responsible business look like? 

Ethical consumers want the same things as most consumers: they want 
those organizations delivering products and services to deliver what 
they’ve promised in the first instance. And they also want reassurance 
about how the company behaves, in terms of its social responsibility. 

The following three concerns encompass what ethical consumers want 
to see from organizations and enterprises in this period:

1   How organizations are communicating with their consumers 

2   How staff and suppliers are being treated by organizations

3   How organizations are impacting on society. 

Staff and suppliers

Some of the key concerns from the constituency of concerned consumers 
are about: 

•  Safe working conditions for staff in the ‘new normal’?

•  Safe travel to the workplace; is public transport being organized properly 
for workers to do so?

There is also an upsurge of interest following media reports of particularly 
vulnerable workers, for example, in the global south, where some orders 
were cancelled in the early stages of this crisis. This naturally impacts on 
workers and drives problems to the end of the supply chain where the 
people involved are often poor and vulnerable. However, there has been 
a spotlight on organizations who were shown to be cancelling orders and 
now many have changed their policies and reinstated orders as a result. 

An example of the vulnerability was a recent incident over migrant labour 
in Southern Spain, supplying fruit and vegetables to different markets. 
These migrant workers were living in shanty towns and were locked 
down like everyone else in Spain – but in their case they had no access to 
basics, like running water. “Ethical Consumer” ran a Crowdfunder for these 
workers and had an incredible response. In this case we’ve seen good 
support for vulnerable people in the supply chain, with proper attention 
from the media and public. 

Whilst campaigners are aware that organizations are having to take 
decisions quickly, and that everyone is learning how to manage in this 
situation, by highlighting these issues around vulnerable workers and 
suppliers, companies have been given the opportunity to rethink and 
change their policies. 

Citizens and consumers 

Citizen groups are having discussions around the financial government 
support being provided to every sector. There is, for example, interest in 
examining the social rules which might potentially be attached to the 
support which has been given.

It is felt by some groups that there are some areas where conditions could 
be placed around what is acceptable and what is not for those receiving 
government bail outs. Could the government be using this opportunity to 

encourage organizations, such as the carbon intense industries, to move to 
less environmentally damaging business models, for example. whilst they 
are receiving financial help?   

People will be aware that questions are being asked around whether it is 
socially responsible to be seen to be paying out big dividends right now. 

Other concerns centre around sectors and organizations who have 
received support if they’ve been involved in schemes for tax avoidance 
or have a poor record environmentally. 

Transparency and sustainable futures

The overarching theme here is transparency of action and response, in the 
face of this crisis. 

However, campaigners are interested to see what the impact of the 
changes might have on potentially more sustainable lifestyles in the future. 
Features of these lifestyles could be:

•  more localized supply chains 
•  less international travel
•  less overall consumption.

Questions are being asked about rethinking the models and assumptions 
that we’ve had in place for decades, if not longer. This period is really 
allowing us the opportunity to reflect on what might be necessary for 
future societal success.

The Green New Deal was already in place when we entered this COVID-19 
period, and there are issues being raised now about specialization in 
diverse sectors. 

And, whereas previously, ethics might have been seen as a “nice to have” 
issue for some organizations, after this period of lockdown and change, 
when there has been so much to reflect on around the way organizations 
behave in society, the emphasis may well have shifted to ethics being a 
necessity in future. 

Naturally, a lot of projects have been paused as a result of lockdown but 
the landscape is changing rapidly. There is much more a sense that ethical 
discourse will be more embedded in new business norms than it was before. 

Going into this decade, we were geared up to start working on massive 
reduction of carbon impacts and there was a sense of real urgency 
around the discourse. Carbon concern was widespread and not just in 
pockets anymore. Business seemed to be moving in the right direction 
and naturally, following this period of lockdown and enforced carbon 
reduction, it would be good to be able to build upon this for all our futures. 
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