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The word ‘unprecedented’ has been used a lot over the last year but in few 
sectors was this more applicable than in professional services. For years 
accountants, lawyers and other professional advisers worked in ways that had 
changed little over the centuries. Clients sought ‘trusted advisers’ and ‘market-
leading expertise’, delivered in a ‘reassuringly expensive’, ‘partner-led’ format. 
Whilst the essence of what the professional services deliver may not have 
changed, 2020 and the early part of 2021 saw a level of innovation, adaptation 
and broadening of the service that was truly unprecedented.  

A universal surge towards flexible and home working, technological adoption and 
commoditised products, with a growth in blended services followed. Yet, The Lawyer’s 
UK 200 data shows that law firms still experienced the lowest year-on-year increase in 
revenue in five years – giving a stark indicator of the blow the coronavirus crisis has 
dealt to them, as well as to other sectors.  

So, what else had changed? And what were the professions failing to respond to? 
There is no denying that the pandemic resulted in a slowing down (or indeed a 

complete stop) in many organisations as communities learned to deal with the much 
publicised ‘new normal’. But there was another shift on the horizon, causing a revolu-
tion in consumer opinions.  

As the world pulled together to fight COVID-19, consumers began to put greater 
weight behind ethical business practices when making choices. For the first time busi-
nesses of all types – including professional services – found themselves judged not 
just on their products and services but on their ethics. Internal- and external-facing 
business practices were no longer something that only the very earnest few consid-
ered.  

The 2020 Edelman Trust Barometer showed that consumers were starting to chal-
lenge businesses and capitalism. 83% were worried about the future and 66% stated 
that they no longer had confidence in current national leadership. There was a 
growing awareness that social and environmental challenges needed to be met head-
on, with action being taken to mitigate future risk. Business was seen as competent 
(in terms of being able to solve the problems) but unethical. Only NGOs were seen as 
ethical, but they were considered less competent in solving social and environmental 
problems. Ethical drivers were considered three times more important to company 
trust than competence. A year later and the 2021 Trust Barometer showed that busi-
ness had become the only trusted institution (61%) with 86% stating that CEOs 
needed to lead on societal issues. This fundamental shift towards a consumer 
demand for ethical business practices has had a significant impact on professional 
services. 

In conducting the first Professional Services Purpose Survey we wanted to under-
stand where professional services sit in terms of Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR), responsibility and purpose. Has there been an explosion in terms of interest in 
ethical practices within professional services or is the sector lagging behind the wider 
marketplace and client demand? Is there an understanding that CSR and responsi-
bility differ from true purpose? Furthermore, has there been a developing under-
standing that ethical practices – far from being a financial expense or drain – can be 
used to underpin growth and strategic success? 

This first report is a line in the sand. The future, for professional services, is unique. 
Unlike the many other businesses adopting ethical business practices, professional 
services firms occupy a unique position as trusted advisors to CEOs and businesses. 
Not only do law firms, accountants, surveyors and consultants have the power to 
change their own ways of working, they hold the power to create a fundamental, 
systemic change in the way the business world operates, through the advice they 
give. This, coupled with the technological developments that 2020 also brought, 
presents a truly unprecedented level of change and opportunity for the professions. 

 
Helen Foord 

Founder & CEO ELE Global 
November 2021

Foreword
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This survey was structured around the following theory: CSR, responsibility and 
purpose are different stages of the Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) 
journey towards having truly ethical business practices.  

CSR is seen as the first step. This is often a marketing ‘expense’ and can be 
viewed as ‘greenwashing’ (in that it often involves spending money to offset poor 
ethical practices – or at least a lack of change – elsewhere in the organisation).  

Responsibility is an internal business practice. This focuses on ensuring that the 
organisation is working in as ethical a way as it can be. This often results in cost-
savings as organisations consider greater recycling, ethical procurement and energy-
saving measures, as well as HR practices designed to be fairer and more supportive to 
existing employees.  

Purpose is a true 360-degree commitment to ethical business practices. 
Importantly, this turns the light outside of the organisation, considering client selection 
and relationships, recruitment and community engagement as well as the actual advice 
a professional services organisation might give. This is on top of internal responsibility 
practices and takes advantage of a firm’s unique position to create systemic change 
through the advice it gives to clients and the example it sets to other organisations. 
 
In the first part of the survey we can see five key themes developing: 
 
1 Budget 
Although 80% of respondents said there was an agreed budget for CSR, responsibility 
and/or purpose, only 35% said activities were entirely planned in advance. 61% said 
they were ‘somewhat’ planned in advance.  
 
2 Activity 
When we looked at specific activity, charitable donation – perhaps unsurprisingly – was 
the most popular with 77% of respondents partaking in this. Interestingly only 70% of 
law firms identified this activity against 90% of accountants. Pro bono work was next 
with 75% of respondents identifying this. In this situation the opposite balance can be 
seen to charitable donation, with only 30% of accountants versus 87% of law firms 
involved in this activity. It was also interesting to note that firms, irrespective of sector, 
are far more involved in traditional CSR activities than the more involved responsibility 
and purpose activities, such as carbon offsetting (51%), creation of dedicated founda-
tions (51%) and education support (21%). 
 
3 Membership 
Although 23% have signed up to the UN Global Compact, 22% to Investors in People, 
Race at Work Charter or Legal Sustainability Alliance, 18% to The Chancery Lane 
Project or the UN Sustainable Development Goals and just 2% holding B Corp 
Certification or having signed up to Climate Perks, it was most interesting to see that 
the highest category in this area was ‘other’. Generally more accountancy firms are 
signed up to ‘something’ (60%) than law firms (40%). 
 
4 Documentation 
8% didn’t have a responsibility strategy or policy, and a further 8% didn’t know if they 
did (which represented 20% of accountants that responded). Of those that did, envi-
ronmental measures were top (77%), followed by diversity (75%) and social impact 
(67%). Fair dealing (33%) and taxes/financial practices (31%) were the least frequently 
included. Only 45% of those that said they had a strategy or policy said that it was 
published in the public domain. 
 
5 Reporting 
Although environmental performance (51%) was the most reported on topic, only 12% 
reported on this against goals. This broke down to 10% of accountants and just 3% of 
law firms. GPG reporting was also included in 51% of published reports (despite being 
a legal requirement for most) yet only 30% of accountants and 47% of law firms said 
that they went ‘above and beyond’ the legal requirements by including equity partners 
in the reporting. 

Summary
“Having purpose is 

what has 
sustained us 

through the 
pandemic and is a 

guiding principle 
to everything we 

do for all our 
stakeholders.”
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In the second section of the survey we looked at people and priorities with two 
fundamental themes emerging: 
 
1 Importance 
71% had a formal E&D programme with 47% having someone in post, responsible for 
its delivery. Only 10% of these people were at Board level, suggesting it is still viewed 
as tactical, rather than strategic. 14% had no programme or anyone responsible for it 
(even in an HR or marketing role) and 4% didn’t know. It was particularly interesting 
that 30% of accountants had ‘none of the above’ but only 6% of law firms ticked this 
box.  
 
2 Priorities 
When asked how important the firm considered various topics at partnership level and 
also with other staff, the findings highlighted a number of interesting differences in 
assumed priorities (with one being low and five high). Working with suppliers (4.39 for 
staff versus 3.76 for partners), environment (4.26 for staff versus 3.76 for partners) and 
sustainable procurement (4.48 for staff versus 3.63 for partners) stood out. Taxes and 
financial practices were of import to both groups, although slightly less to staff (4.34 
for staff versus 4.48 for partners). Recruitment and retention was high for partners 
(4.38) but surprisingly low for staff (4.02). The same could be seen with diversity (4.15 
for partners versus 3.86 for staff) as a topic. Working practices were important to both 
but more so for partners (4.39 versus 4.26 for staff). It was also concerning how many 
said they didn’t know how important partners considered certain areas: Taxes/finan-
cial planning (18%) and working with suppliers (18%), for example.  
 
In the final section the survey asked respondents to consider their organisation’s 
performance – at the current time – in terms of CSR, responsibility and purpose.  
 
The survey started by explaining our understanding of each term: 
1 We understand ‘CSR’ to be an externally-focused budget and tactical element with 
little or no impact on internal practices.  
2 We understand ‘responsibility’ to include elements of CSR with additional internal 
changes to practices and the ways in which the organisation operates.  
3 We understand ‘purpose’ to be a wholesale strategic approach that includes both 
CSR and responsibility, as well as an externally-facing work with clients and the 
industry to create systemic change. 
 
1 CSR, Responsibility or Purpose? 
The largest group said they were working on ‘responsibility’ but have a lot of work yet 
to do (31%). 24% said they consider ‘purpose’ to be a fundamental part of their 
organisational identity, with a direct link to strategic planning and growth. 16% said 
they do a lot of ‘CSR’.  
 
2 Performance 
When asked to consider how well they were performing in each area it was interesting 
to see that ethics was ranked top here (4.18). 55% of respondents said their firms 
performed well and 31% very well. No respondents said they performed poorly. 
Modern slavery was next (4.10) with 51% choosing well and 29% very well. Again, no 
respondents said they performed poorly. The third most successful area was taxes 
and financial practices (4.06). 33% said they did very well and 43% well. It is some-
what of a concern that 4% felt they performed poorly here. Respondents felt they 
generally performed least well at fair dealing, sustainable procurement and social 
impact. 

“Acceptance and 
debate have 

shifted beyond 
collating CSR 

activity and ticking 
boxes but we have 

not landed on the 
next step yet.”
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The first section of the survey looked at strategy, planning and reporting. 
Specifically this section sought to understand how well planned activities 
were, what activities were most common, how budget allocation was 

managed and the ways in which these activities were structured into a formal 
strategy with supporting documentation and reporting.  
 
Are your firm’s CSR or responsibility activities planned or reactive? 
•   35% entirely planned in advance 
•   61% somewhat planned in advance 
•   2% entirely reactive 
•   Nobody said they didn’t engage in any 
 
It was interesting to note a difference in approach between the sectors. 20% of 
accountancy respondents said that their activities were entirely planned whereas this 
rose to 37% in the legal sector. Perhaps encouragingly, no respondents in the legal 
sector said they were ‘entirely reactive’ but this was not the case in other sectors. 
 
Is there an agreed budget allocated for this activity? 

 
Once again it was noticeable that the legal sector 
appears to be ahead on this area with 87% of law 
firms having an agreed budget, set against only 
50% of those in accountancy. 30% of accountancy 
respondents said they didn’t know. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What activities does your organisation do? 
• Charitable donations is the most popular with 77% of respondents taking part in 

this. Interestingly only 70% of law firms identified this activity against 90% of 
accountants.   

• Pro bono work was next with 75% of respondents identifying this. In this situation 
the opposite balance can be seen to charitable donation, with only 30% of accoun-
tants versus 87% of law firms involved in this activity. We must, therefore, consider 
whether these two results suggest a greater focus on ‘old-fashioned CSR’ as 
opposed to responsibility or purpose, within the accountancy sector. 

• The other activities were: 
 ⁃  Paid volunteering time: 69% 
 ⁃  Education mentoring: 67% 
 ⁃  Community partnerships: 61% 
 ⁃  Unpaid volunteer time, carbon offsetting and charitable donations through a  
    foundation: 51% 
 ⁃  Education placements/internships: 49% 
 ⁃  Education support through a foundation: 22% 
 ⁃  Other: 12% 

 
It is interesting to note that firms, irrespective of sector, are far more involved in tradi-
tional CSR activities than the more involved responsibility and purpose activities, such 
as carbon offsetting, creation of dedicated foundations and education support. 
 
Is your organisation a member of any of the following: 
• 23% are signed up to UN Global Compact 
• Investors in People, Race at Work Charter, Legal Sustainability Alliance: all 22% 
• Both Chancery Lane Project and Signed up to UN Sustainable Development Goals 

equal with 18% 

Analysis

Yes
80%

No
12%

Don't 
know

8%

!"#$%&'('$)*$)+('',$-.,+'%$)//01)%',$20($
%&"#$)1%"3"%45
!"# $% &%'()*+'%,

“We have stated 
values, but not 

enough has been 
done ‘to live the 

values’ in a 
practical sense.”
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•   B Corp and Climate Perks just 2% 
 
It was concerning that 22% of respon-
dents didn’t know with 23% of law firms 
stating this.  
 
It was also particularly interesting that 
‘other’ was the highest category with 
29%, showing that people are finding 
their own way through this subject, 
rather than following a particular path. 
 
It should also be noted that generally 
more accountancy firms are signed up to 
‘something’ (60%) than law firms (40%). 
 
Does your approved responsibility 
strategy or policy include: 
• Environment: 77% 
• Diversity: 75% 
• Social impact: 67% 
• Recruitment and retention: 65% 
• Modern slavery: 63% 
• Working with suppliers: 59% 
• Working practises: 57% 
• Ethics: 53% 
• Sustainable procurement: 51% and 

Human Rights: 51% 
• Fair dealing: 33% 
• Taxes and financial practices: 31% 
• 8% didn’t have a responsibility 

strategy or policy. 
 
Once again there was a difference in 
advancement when we compared 
accountancy to law. Although overall 8% 
of all respondents didn’t know if they had 
a responsibility strategy or policy, this 
translated into 20% of accountancy that 
didn’t know as opposed to only 7% of 
law firms. 
 
Is your responsibility strategy or 
policy published in the public 
domain? 
 

Case study: Bates Wells 
 
In purpose and responsibility circles Bates Wells is often held up as the 
Gold Standard for law firms. We spoke to Senior BDM Manager Nick 
Misquitta about what’s next and where you go when you’re already 
leading the pack. 
 
“The most important thing is that we’re always thinking about what’s next. 
For us, purpose is a fundamental cornerstone of our approach. Without a 
clear sense of purpose we wouldn’t have the firm we do. In 2020 we 
launched a new strategy that really went to the heart of how we’re using our 
legal expertise to create systemic business change for good.  
 
“We’d started by being known for our work with charities and the not-for-
profit sector. From that we evolved things in 2015 to encompass other 
responsible businesses and impact investors. And our latest strategic review 
really focuses on developing this to include B Corps as a core area of focus. 
We already work for over 50 B Corps but we want to grow this. 
 
“Another key area is our work with the public sector, for example advising 
regulators that ensure good standards in professions or industries – for the 
benefit of the public. Or not-for-profits that are spinning out particular 
services from local or central government – for the benefit of a local commu-
nity.  
 
“This focus on purpose is mission-locked for us – it’s written into our partner-
ship deed. While that doesn’t mean we won’t work for other companies, 
understanding and assessing their potential for making the world a better 
place is critical to our decision as to whether we work with them. We have 
reputation and risk group that looks at potential new clients. They consider 
anything that might fall outside of our values and purpose. They look both 
internally and externally, as well as conducting risk assessments. New clients 
don’t all have to create positive impact for us to work with them but if they’re 
ringing alarm bells this group will consider whether they’re going to cause 
challenges with existing clients and compromise our values and purpose. 
And we’re not afraid to walk away from those we feel will affect our ability to 
create a positive impact. 
 
“We’re also working hard with existing clients to help them move along their 
sustainability and responsibility journey through the advice we give. When we 
became a B Corp we used it as an opportunity to talk to our corporate 
clients about what it means and the impact they can also have. We’ve been 
able to work with many of them to create positive impact through helping 
them be more socially conscious. This might mean asking them whether 
they’ve looked at their supply chains, employment contracts, carbon foot-
print, use of office space etc. We’ve also set up the Impact Counsel’s Forum 
for general counsels of B Corps (and other socially responsible businesses). 
We get together as a group to discuss ESG topics. It has been really valuable 
talking more widely about how, as a group, we can make a difference and 
create change. 
 
“We’re massively passionate about the benefits for all of being a B Corp. It 
has been a real strategic benefit for us in terms of growth and success. I find 
it surprising more law firms haven’t moved towards B Corp certification.”

Yes
45%

No
32%

Don't 
know
23%

!"#$%&%'%()
!"# $% &%'()*+'%,
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Does your annual reporting include the following: 
• Environmental performance (general) was equal top with Gender Pay Gap (GPG) 

legal requirements: 51%.  
• Wider E&D measures, eg. social group, race, education, sexual orientation: 47% 
• GPG including partners: 35% 
• Social impact performance against goals: 31% 
• Ethics: 20%  
• Fair dealing: 12%  
• Triple Bottom Line: 4%  
• 3% didn’t release an annual report 
• 2% were less specific 
• 24% didn’t know 
 
It is interesting to note that although environmental performance was the most 
reported on activity, only 12% reported on this against goals. This broke down to 10% 
of accountants and just 3% of law firms. 
 
A number of further observations can be made: 
• 60% of accountants said they met the GPG legal requirements for reporting versus 

only 56% of law firms 
• Of these, only 30% of accountants said they went ‘above and beyond’ by including 

partners in the reporting. This was only slightly higher with law firm (47%). 
• The Triple Bottom line is still widely under-represented in reporting with only 10% of 

accountants using it. This is even less represented in the legal sector (3%)  
 
Do your mission statement and published values specifically make 
reference to responsibility/purpose?  
•   63% referenced in values 
•   31% referenced in mission statement 
•   28% didn’t know 
 
Once again we were able to see differences between the accountancy and legal 
sectors. 37% of law firm mission statements made specific reference whereas only 
20% of accountants included this. This very much swung the other way, however, in 
firm values with 70% of accountants specifically mentioning responsibility/purpose 
versus 57% of law firms. 40% of law firms didn’t know. 
 
 

The second section of the survey looked at people and priorities. 
Specifically this section considered those working in CSR, responsibility 
and purpose as well as the views of others within the organisation, in 

terms of activity and priorities. 
 
• 71% had an Equality & Diversity (E&D) programme (including policy, activities, 

training and promotion) 
• 47% had someone in a role dedicated to E&D 
• 33% had a role dedicated to managing Environmental performance 
• 29% had a role dedicated to CSR or responsibility within HR 
• 28% had the same but in a stand alone department 
• 12% had the same as part of marketing/BD/PR 
• 14% had none of the above 
• 4% didn’t know 
 
It was interesting to note that 30% of accountants had none of the above but only 6% 
of law firms ticked this box. 
 
What seniority do they have? 
When asked to identify where a CSR/responsibility/purpose professional sat within the 
firm the results placed them, overwhelmingly, at Senior Management level (42%).  

“At a leadership 
level we are 

working towards 
making purpose 

more relatable to 
our people, 

bringing it to life 
so that we can live 
our purpose day to 

day.”
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29% were at Management level and 20% 
Executive.  
 
Only 10% were Board level suggesting it 
is still viewed as tactical rather than 
strategic and having an impact on 
bottom line/growth/success. 
 
How important would you say the 
following groups consider these 
elements to be, within your 
organisation? 
Partners:   
• Ethics and Taxes/Financial practices 

were highest with an average ranking 
of 4.48 out of 5. 

• Working practices: 4.39 
• Recruitment and retention: 4.38 
• Diversity: 4.15 
• Fair dealing: 4.11 
• Human rights and Modern Slavery: 

4.00 
• Social impact: 3.93 
• Working with suppliers and 

Environment: 3.76 
• Sustainable procurement: 3.63 
 
• 33% said that they believed partners 

felt that social impact was ‘important’ 
(4 out of 5), while diversity was felt to 
be ‘most important’ by 45%.  

• Environment was worryingly low with 
37% saying partners saw it as ‘some-
what important’ or ‘not very important’ 
(2 or 3). 

• Human Rights was 38% ‘very impor-
tant’ but 16% said they didn’t know 
how important it was to partners. 
Modern Slavery was similar with 35% 
‘very important’ but 14% didn’t know. 

• Working with suppliers was more 
evenly spread with 2% saying ‘not 
important at all’. 6% ‘not important’, 
24% ‘somewhat important’. Only 
slightly higher was 29% ‘important’ but 
a worrying 18% didn’t know. 

• Similar story for sustainable procure-
ment. 38% were ‘not important’ or 
‘somewhat important’. 31% ‘impor-
tant’ while 16% didn’t know. 

• Fair dealing was very clearly important 
with 39% saying it was ‘very impor-
tant’. Yet 24% said ‘somewhat impor-
tant’ or ‘not important’. 14% said they 
didn’t know. 

• Taxes and financial planning were 
equally important with 55% ‘very 
important’ yet 18% said they didn’t 
know. 

Case study: BDO 
 
Understanding what purpose really means in your firm can be a compli-
cated first step. Paul Eagland’s election as Managing Partner in 2016 
prompted accountancy and business advisory firm BDO to undertake a 
major rethink of the role purpose needs to play in the firm’s future. Nicola 
Lally, BDO’s Director of Communications explained more: 
 
“We realised there was confusion as to how we articulated our values, vision, 
business strategy and purpose. We wanted to create a new strategy for the firm 
and recognised that going back to the start was going to be necessary. We’d 
never really defined our purpose before or analysed the impact we had (and 
could have) on the world.  
 
“A group of partners worked with the Said Business School in Oxford over 18 
months, considering our purpose and culture. The result was a universal agree-
ment that our core purpose is ‘helping you succeed’. Importantly the ‘you’ 
represents all sorts of different people – internal team members, third parties, 
suppliers, the local community, society and, of course, our clients. There are 
three parts: Helping you succeed; Helping businesses succeed; and Helping 
society succeed. We realised that social purpose was key to our success and, 
ultimately, was the thing that would underpin our entire business strategy and 
forward plan. 
 
“‘Helping you succeed’ runs through everything we do now, whether our ESG 
programme, marketing, client care or internal activities. We’ve worked hard to 
get the firm considering how this impacts on each part of their day – we didn’t 
want it to be just words. 
 
“One of the things that has made a real impact is having Core Purpose 
Champions in every bit of the business. They run regular workshops where they 
share stories about how ‘helping you succeed’ has come to life in their area, as 
well as sharing barriers they’ve experienced. They’ve been instrumental in 
getting people considering how they can ‘help you succeed’ in their daily work.  
 
“We’ve also made a clear decision to show how we use ‘Helping you succeed’ 
to make business decisions. This really sits at the heart of purpose, as opposed 
to just being confined to the traditional CSR space. This is a core part of our 
business strategy. A great example of this was when we first responded to the 
COVID-19 pandemic in February 2020. We used ‘Helping you succeed’ and the 
framework for decision-making around it, to agree how we’d make decisions 
that would help all of our stakeholder groups succeed. This eventually span out 
not only into supporting clients commercially but in reviewing our carbon 
neutrality commitments, our people choosing to volunteer in food banks and 
vaccination centres and supporting people both within the firm and across our 
local communities. 
 
“Our purpose is five years old – and has never been simply three words on a 
piece of paper that got put in a drawer a couple of months after launch. And the 
last two years have shown us that a company purpose is for life, not just for a 
crisis.” 
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• Ethics was the most important with 59% ‘very important’.  
• Recruitment and retention just behind with 51% ‘very important’. But 12% didn’t 

know which is concerning. 
• Working practise was important but less than expected at just 45% ‘very important’. 

Once again concerns over 14% that didn’t know. 
 
Other staff: 
• Sustainable procurement was top: 4.48 
• Working with suppliers was next: 4.39 
• Taxes/Financial practises: 4.34 
• Ethics and Environment: 4.26 
• Working practises: 4.26 
• Social impact: 4.08 
• Recruitment and retention: 4.02 
• Modern Slavery: 3.98 
• Diversity: 3.86 
• Fair dealing: 3.73 
• Human rights: 3.60 
 
• Social impact was felt to be generally important to staff with 43% ‘important’ and 

37% ‘very important’. 
• Diversity is universally ‘important’ with 47% ‘very important’. 
• Environment is ‘very important’, more so than partners, with 39% ‘important’ and 

41% ‘very important’. Worrying that 8% didn’t know which suggests tactical imple-
mentation issues. 

• Human Rights broad spread 26% ‘not important’ or somewhat ‘important’. Only 
31% ‘very important’. Worrying 16% didn’t know. 

• Modern Slavery is again a broad spread. 10% ‘not important’ curve evenly through 
to peak of 29% ‘important’. 18% didn’t know. 

• Working with suppliers – very concerning 22% said didn’t know. Fair spread through 
from 2% ‘not important’ at all with peak at 29% ‘important’.  

• Sustainable procurement – again very broad spread from 2% ‘not important’ at all 
through to 26% peak on ‘important’. However 22% didn’t know, again. All of this 
suggests huge issues with implementation and day-to-day buy in. 

• Fair dealing was ‘important’ with 29% selecting either ‘important’ or ‘very impor-
tant’. 20% didn’t know, however, which is concerning for implementation. 

• Taxes and financial practices 35% ‘very important’ but 22% didn’t know, again.  
• Ethics was thought to be ‘very important’ to staff with 53% saying it was ‘very 

important’.  
• Recruitment and retention was also ‘very important’ with 41% selecting this. 
• Perhaps unsurprisingly working practices were the most important with 53% saying 

it was ‘very important’. 14% didn’t know which makes one wonder whether there is 
a lack of joined up message and internal communications. 

 
This question highlighted a number of interesting differences in assumed priorities 
across the different groups within the firm: 
• Working with suppliers and environment & sustainable procurement were of top 

importance for staff but bottom for partners.  
• Taxes and financial practices were of import to both groups, although slightly less to 

staff.  
• Recruitment and retention was high for partners but surprisingly low for staff.  
• The same could be seen with diversity as a topic.  
• Working practices were important to both but more so for partners. 
 
It was also concerning how many said they didn’t know how important partners 
considered each area: 
•   Taxes and financial planning: 18% 
•   Working with suppliers: 18% 
•   Human Rights: 16% 

“This is an area 
that is fragmented 

in terms of where it 
is handled 

internally, there is 
a big focus on 

diversity and 
inclusion (driven 

by People/ HR). We 
are beginning to 

turn our efforts to 
our environmental 

impact now, and 
this will be a 

Marketing-led 
project.”
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Case study: Burges Salmon 
 
Independent UK law firm Burges Salmon has played an active role in its local community for more than 150 years 
and, according to Head of Corporate Responsibility Kirsty Green-Mann, this sense of purpose has broadened over 
the last decade.  
 
“Our role in the community – and in particular our long-standing reputation for giving back – has been borne out of an aware-
ness of both privilege and responsibility. When I joined Burges Salmon as the firm’s first Head of Corporate Responsibility I 
was tasked with undertaking a strategic review of where we were as a business, as well as where we wanted to go. 
 
“I started by talking to key internal stakeholders to understand what ‘responsible business’ meant to them. I combined this 
with a peer review within the legal sector, as well as seeking feedback and commentary from clients and other stakeholders. 
This helped us to set out our Responsible Business Framework – which not only covers our role in the community but also 
how we will be a responsible business across environmental, commercial and ethical standards. In short, it’s how we work, 
how we treat people and how we contribute to a greater good. 
 
“We incorporated the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and conducted a piece of work to articulate what they 
mean to us, as well as how they help us contribute to a fairer, more equitable and sustainable future. These apply across 
everything – operationally, how people contribute as individuals, how we collaborate with other organisations, as well as how 
we utilise our legal expertise (and with whom). We’ve now built on this by becoming a signatory to the UN Global Compact. 
 
“I’m particularly interested in our ongoing work looking at systemic change as a result of what, and how, legal advice is 
provided. I think, for law firms, this is what demonstrates real Purpose and authenticity, when considering Corporate 
Responsibility. An example of this is the legal sector collaboration on climate change, known as The Chancery Lane Project.  
 
“When it comes to change and ambition I’ve had huge support from the Senior and Managing Partners at the firm, as well as 
the wider management team. It resulted in amendments to aspects of the firm’s governance including the formation of a 
Responsible Business Committee that has oversight of all areas relevant to responsible business, whether that is community 
support, operational improvements or client-facing matters.  
 
“This commitment to a true purpose – and how business makes the most impact, which for us is through our legal advice – is 
particularly evident in our work within the energy and other sectors, along with our contribution to the UK’s Net Zero ambi-
tions. We’ve noticed that the number of client enquiries has increased as we have become better at aligning client ‘fit’ along-
side our responsible business credentials and commitments. We’re now even working with an MSc student to analyse how 
the SDGs can be used through a commercial lens for greater impact. 
 
“Net Zero is a big focus for us internally too – particularly with COP26 taking place in Glasgow this year. It isn’t going to be a 
‘quick fix’ but there is a huge amount of ambition and determination, across the firm, to get it right. We’re working on satis-
fying increased requirements for disclosure as well as developing greater cohesion in terms of targets. There is a need for 
more discipline around sustainability reporting and more amalgamation of this with financial reporting. But it’s worth doing 
well. As a firm we’re convinced that this is the direction of travel and that it will impact on our ability to win new business, 
attract the best people and, almost more importantly, to retain them. 
 
“Firms need to recognise that whilst this is a relatively new area of focus there are firm foundations on which to build. As a 
legal sector, our interaction with and support of local and target communities is generally strong. However, I’d be interested 
to know how in-depth other firms have thought about how ethical practices might translate into the legal sector’s own day-
to-day activities and impacts. Sustainability and workplace issues and changes can have real relevance and impact within 
law firms, and, as advisers we have great scope for influence. It’s important we now walk the talk as well as sharing best 
practice more readily.” 
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•   Sustainable procurement: 16% 
•   Modern Slavery: 14% 
•   Fair dealing: 14% 
•   Working practices: 14% 
•   Social impact: 12% 
•   Recruitment and retention: 12% 
•   Environment: 12% 
•   Ethics: 10% 
•   Diversity: 8% 
 
Again, it was somewhat concerning how many said they didn’t know how important 
staff considered these areas (although less so than partners): 
•   Working with suppliers: 22% 
•   Sustainable procurement: 22% 
•   Taxes and financial planning: 22% 
•   Fair dealing: 20% 
•   Modern Slavery: 19% 
•   Human Rights: 16% 
•   Working practises: 14% 
•   Recruitment and retention: 12% 
•   Ethics: 10% 
•   Social impact: 10% 
•   Diversity: 8% 
•   Environment: 8% 
 
 

The final section of the survey asked respondents to consider their organi-
sation’s performance – at the current time – in terms of CSR, responsibility 
and purpose. The survey started by explaining our understanding of each 

term. 
 
We asked people to consider where they felt their organisation was on 
the journey from CSR to purpose:  
1   We understand ‘CSR’ to be an externally-focused budget and tactical element with 
little or no impact on internal practises.  
2   We understand ‘responsibility’ to include elements of CSR with additional internal 
changes to practices and the ways in which the organisation operates.  
3   We understand ‘purpose’ to be a wholesale strategic approach that includes both 
CSR and Responsibility, as well as an externally-facing work with clients and the 
industry to create systemic change. 
 
• 6% haven’t even started. They do next to no structured CSR 
• 16% do a lot of CSR 
• 31% (the largest group) are working on responsibility but have more work to do 
• 2% are great at responsibility but no more 
• 20% are working on purpose but have work to do 
• 2% are great at purpose but it isn’t a strategic element yet 
• 24% consider purpose to be a fundamental part of the organisational identity, with a  

direct link to strategic planning and growth. 
 
It was interesting to see no significant difference when this was broken down to 
sectors, despite earlier questions suggesting that accountancy firms were behind the 
legal sector in a progression from traditional CSR through responsibility to purpose. 
 
How well do you feel your organisation performs against the following 
areas? 
Despite featuring relatively low on importance (for both partners and staff), ethics was 
ranked top here (4.18). 55% of respondents said their firms performed well and 31% 
very well. No respondents said they performed poorly. 

“Our leadership 
and certain parts of 

the organisation 
understand our 

purpose really well 
and there's been a 
lot of work done to 

improve awareness 
within the 

business, but this 
still needs work.”
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Modern slavery was next (4.10) with 
51% choosing ‘well’ and 29% ‘very well’. 
Again, no respondents said they 
performed poorly. 

The third most successful area was 
taxes and financial practises (4.06). 33% 
said they did ‘very well’ and 43% ‘well’. 
It is somewhat of a concern that 4% felt 
they performed ‘poorly’ here. 
 
Other results in order: 
1 Human Rights: 49% well, 24% very 

well.  
2 Working practises: 53% well, 22% very 

well.  
3 Fair dealing: 39% well, 24% very well.  
4 Working with suppliers: 47% well, 14% 

very well. 
5 Recruitment and retention: 49% well, 

14% very well 
6 Social impact: 53% well, 8% very well 
7 Diversity: 33% well, 20% very well 
8 Environment: 49% well, 4% very well 
9 Sustainable procurement: 10% very 

well, 51% neither poorly nor well 
 
However, we should also consider the 
ranking for those performing ‘poorly’: 
• Diversity: 22%  
• Recruitment and retention: 9%  
• Environment: 8%  
• Social impact: 8%  
• Sustainable procurement: 8%  
• Fair dealing: 6% (and 31% ‘neither 

poorly nor well’) 
 
This section was particularly insightful 
when compared to the areas respon-
dents felt were most important to part-
ners and staff. There seemed, initially, to 
be little correlation between what was 
important to staff and performances, but 
some correlation for partners. Ethics was 
most important to partners and taxes 
and financial practices was second. 
Working practices was third. We can see 
that these three feature as the highest 
performing areas. 

For staff, however, sustainable 
procurement was most important, 
working with suppliers second, taxes 
and financial practices third, followed by 
ethics and then working practices. This 
suggests that there is a noticeable 
breakdown in terms of having a clear 
vision that is brought into being by all 
and implemented well. 

Case study: Harper Macleod 
 
Scottish law firm Harper Macleod has long been seen as a trailblazer in the 
ESG and, before this, CSR field, winning the Corporate Social 
Responsibility Award at the Scottish Business Awards in 2015 amongst 
others. We spoke to Marketing Director, Laura Vernett, about their work 
over the last year, as well as their plans for the future. 
  
“We’ve always had ESG at the heart of the firm’s culture, even if it wasn’t 
labelled in this way. For us it isn’t a case of building a special team or projects – 
it’s important that the ESG principles sit at the core of our business. And it’s 
important that, if it’s going to be outward-facing, it’s supported by good internal 
practices. We believe a commitment to ESG is an all-encompassing, holistic 
thing that impacts every area of our firm. 
 
“A good example of this is our commitment to environmental responsibility and 
our Natural Capital work. We believe Scotland's Natural Capital, how we 
nurture, protect, manage and make use of our natural ecosystem is fundamental 
to the country having a healthy and sustainable economy. We have a unique 
position in that Harper Macleod has a number of rural locations, from which we 
support Scotland’s agriculture, forestry, land and estates as well as the marine 
economy, and rurally-based SMEs. This isn’t just about legal advice and exper-
tise. Our commitment to ESG means working hard to support and engage these 
often under-represented and under-supported industries. 
 
“From an environmental and social perspective, there are a number of areas of 
focus we can highlight in our current activity. First, we celebrate and promote 
Scotland’s Natural Capital. For example, we run The SHIREs Conference and 
Awards, with Highland News & Media, celebrating Scotland's modern rural 
economy, from the traditional to the innovative, and from land and trees to the 
sea. This conference and awards ceremony, now in its second year, will be run 
virtually on 18 November. 
 
“Second, being in Scotland, in the run up to COP26 is a big deal for us and 
we’ve been hugely active, for some months now. Six months before COP26 we 
held our 12th Scottish Highland Renewable Energy Conference, virtually. And 
while COP26 is live in November, we have an activation programme planned. 
This will be both internal and external, covering client and colleague engage-
ment programmes designed to reinforce our commitment to ESG. We’ll be 
bringing clients together to collaborate and talk about the key issues around 
COP and will be hosting events during the second week that focus on the topics 
being covered. Internally we’re going to be active too. We have a colleague 
engagement programme to make sure our own people can get involved. Some 
of these activities include a climate change superhero competition for our kids 
as well as team challenge events. 
 
“Finally, we’re continually reviewing our internal ways of working to be more 
environmentally responsible.” 



14    PM Forum Professional Services Purpose Survey 2021

1 Performance versus priorities 
The three sections were particularly insightful when compared to each other – in 
particular the areas respondents felt were most important to partners and staff 
compared to how well firms thought they were performing. There seemed, initially, to 
be little correlation between what was important to staff and performance, but some 
correlation for partners, as previously stated ethics was most important to partners, 
followed by taxes and financial practices and working practises. For staff, however, 
sustainable procurement was most important, followed by working with suppliers.  

This internal disconnect lies at the heart of what firms need to resolve to advance 
in this field. Whilst there continues to be discrepancy in terms of internal priorities it 
will be hard for firms to set out measurable goals that the whole organisation commits 
to working towards. The hard work articulated in many of the case studies will always 
be made harder by disconnects such as these. 
 
2 Progress to purpose 
Purpose (as our ultimate external and internal, fully-integrated goal) comes at the end 
of a long journey from CSR (externally-focused) through responsibility (internally 
focused). This report shows that the majority of firms, although willing and working 
towards this, are in the early stages, with the majority still focusing on traditional CSR 
areas such as charitable donation, rather than the core responsibility and purpose 
activities, such as carbon offsetting, creation of dedicated foundations, education 
support and placing importance in procurement and worker development 
programmes. Indeed, it could be argued that one of the most significant takeaways 
from this report is the fact that the majority of firms have little understanding as to 
where they are on this journey.  

To fully understand this, the question must be viewed within the context of the 
71% that said that they had a formal E&D programme, the 77% that said they had an 
approved responsibility strategy or policy and the 45% that said it was published in 
the public domain. If we view it in this context it becomes truly meaningful. With such 
high numbers saying that there were written and even published plans and docu-
ments, but so few able to articulate whether their focus is on external, internal or 
combined priorities (as well as its strategic relevance) – and viewed within the context 
of the lack of internal agreement as to priorities set out earlier – we have to ask 
whether the work being done is, yet, truly meaningful. We must also ask how this work 
can, truly, be impacting on strategic objectives. 
 
3 Membership 
Linked to the previous point, another surprising finding is how few firms have signed 
up to – and implemented – a formal and recognised framework for responsibility 
and/or purpose. Although almost all of those that have signed up to ‘something’ 
report on their activities, only 12% reported against goals (in the case of environ-
mental matters, for example). This broke down to 10% of accountants and just 3% of 
law firms. Furthermore, the highest category in the list of memberships was ‘other’, 
suggesting that people are finding their own way, rather than following a particular 
path.  

This leads us to consider two things: first, that there is a sense of confusion about 
the best course of action when it comes to membership of these frameworks and, 
second, that this confusion extends to understanding their strategic role and value. 
When we view this within the context of the previous two areas it becomes easier to 
understand why firms might be confused and underperforming.  
 
4 Reporting 
This survey highlighted a wide range of reporting techniques – perhaps unsurprisingly, 
given the wide range of frameworks, measures and approaches being taken. What 
was most clear, however, was that firms struggled to know how best to report on this 
activity. With a significant proportion not aligning activities with strategic planning at a 
firm-wide level, there was rarely any demonstration of how this activity sat alongside 
financial and more traditional annual reporting. Readers of this report will note how 
few, for example, used the Triple Bottom Line in their reporting (only 10% of accoun-

Future
“We've recently 
hired a head of 

ESG with the aim 
of knitting together 
and joining up the 

disparate 
actives/practices/ 

policies.”
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tants used it and only 3% of the legal 
sector). In short, although financial and 
personnel resources were widely 
afforded, there seemed to be a gap in 
terms of linking this to strategic goals 
and reporting.  
 
To summarise, we are looking at a 
sector that is in agreement as to the 
importance of ESG.  

Firms understand that they need to 
be looking at it and the majority have 
active programmes and budgets to 
support it. At an anecdotal level the 
majority accept its importance not only 
for internal practices but as a driver for 
business development and client care. 
But what they appear not to be in agree-
ment about is what this means, precisely 
what’s important to their internal and 
external audiences, how to tackle these 
things and how to hold themselves 
accountable for progress (or lack of it). 
Importantly, this confusion appears to be 
underpinned by a lack of understanding 
not of whether this can provide strategic 
advantage but how. Although, as the 
case studies show, there are some trail-
blazers in this field, the majority are like 
first-time buyers knowing their house 
needs underpinning but not knowing 
what to do about it. 
 
So, what next? 
Within their own firms many are making 
encouraging progress. The fact that there 
is any activity in this field is a vast trans-
formation compared to only a few years 
ago.  
 
This report calls for the following: 
1 Greater communication and alignment 

of internal perceptions as to impor-
tance and priorities across the spec-
trum of ESG fields 

2 A stronger understanding of the differ-
ence – in practical terms – between 
CSR, responsibility and purpose 

3 A stronger understanding of where 
individual firms are on this pathway 

4 A clear understanding of how purpose 
can impact on growth and strategic 
business success 

5 Greater understanding of how to use 
the various, accepted membership of 
frameworks to impact on strategic 
performance 

6 Greater understanding of how to use 
these frameworks to underpin strategic 

Case study: Kreston 
 
As this report shows, purpose and sustainability are growing fields for 
professional services firms. While case studies can be useful for inspiring 
action and setting out best practice, they can also seem out of the grasp of 
those firms just starting out.  
  
Kreston stakeholders (employees, firms, firms’ clients) had very different under-
standings of, and commitments to issues such as net zero, diversity & inclusion 
and equality. Kreston has engaged in a purpose journey to help pull stake-
holders into one conversation. We spoke to Liza Robbins, Chief Executive of 
Kreston Global, a network of independent accounting firms.  
  
“We want to make sure we’re tackling this important subject properly and in a 
genuine way. It is something that I feel personally passionate about and have 
been proud to see the wider network increasingly echo this. I think personal 
belief and leadership conviction is essential to help make purpose a real and 
everyday environment against which we make decisions, otherwise it risks 
developing into a single initiative such as achieving net zero. 
 
“I do believe purpose isn’t owned by one person, the management board or the 
partners, however. It’s owned by the 22,000 people we represent, and their 
clients and clients’ customer chain. It’s not for us to define, it’s for us to listen 
and provoke and think and reflect. We need to understand what our stake-
holders see as our reason for being and how our professional relationships 
relate to their businesses.  
 
“Some of the things we’re hearing is that our firms are being, increasingly, asked 
to advise in a holistic manner, not limited to financial measures. Clients are 
increasingly asking our firms to demonstrate what they’re doing in ESG, whether 
that’s in pitches, established client relationships or formal tenders.  
 
“The pandemic has raised awareness of purpose as a strategic topic and 
created a demand for commitment spanning everything from diversity through 
to how we manage our own carbon footprint. We’re at the early stages and 
working out how we’re going to communicate and act according to our 
purpose. But we all agree that having a purpose and a commitment to social 
and environmental matters is not only ‘good business’ it’s essential. The role of 
accountants in society is ever more important. We play a critical role in society, 
whether through the management of financial systems, taxes, salary paying or 
wider strategic advice. Our job is to make sure things are done right and that 
means being prepared to expand this concept as the consumer needs change.” 



16    PM Forum Professional Services Purpose Survey 2021

Methodology
A digital survey was circulated to PM Forum members in early 2021.  
The survey covered three themes: Strategy, planning and reporting; People and 
priorities; and Performance. 
 
The 51 respondents came from the following sectors: 
59% Law 
20% Accountancy 
6% Marketing services 
3% Management consultancy 
2% Actuaries 
2% Architects/town planners 
2% Financial services 
2% Property consultancy 
4% Other professional services 
 
The majority of respondents were Directors/Heads of Department (49%). 28% were 
managers, 16% coordinator/executive level. 4% were Managing Partners/CEOs, 2% 
Assistant-level and 2% were consultants/suppliers to the sector. 

The case studies included in this report were sourced from respondents that 
volunteered to share further information about their activities. 
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planning and reporting 
7 More professional services firms signing up to these frameworks (particularly to 

globally recognised, cross-sector frameworks such as the SDGs and B Corp certifi-
cation) 

8 More stringent reporting that sets out goals for all areas of purpose, and maps 
performance against them 

9 More widespread public impact reporting, showing purpose alongside financial and 
personnel reporting 

10 Better sharing of best practice within professional services. 

“I don't think we 
do too badly, but 

there's always 
room for 

improvement.  
We recognise that 

we are not doing 
enough in these 

areas, but have a 
plan to address 

this.”


