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Thank you Deborah, and thanks to James and Odyssey House for inviting me to speak this 
afternoon. 

Let me start by acknowledging the Traditional Owners of the land we meet on here in the city of 
Sydney, the Gadigal people of the Eora Nation, and pay my respect to Elders past and present.  

And can I acknowledge the Aboriginal people who are here today, including Marlene Spencer, who 
is visiting from her Country in central Australia. 

I am really honoured to be part of today because I passionately believe in what Odyssey House 
does, in helping people affected by drug and alcohol addiction. 

It’s one of those organisations that quietly and efficiently goes about tackling a very complex issue 
that touches all of us in one way or another. 

James, the calibre and diversity of people sitting around the room is a testament to the high 
standing of your organisation. 

As Deborah mentioned in her introduction, alongside my role with the Business Council of Australia, 
I chair the National Mental Health Council. 

So I feel particularly strongly about the specific Odyssey House program we are here to support – 
the Janus Program.  

It’s a program that addresses the all-too-frequent connection between mental illness and various 
forms of addiction.  

These are illnesses that cross all boundaries of class, education, age and ethnicity, and they have 
shocking consequences for individuals, families and communities. 

I want to commend and thank the individuals and the companies represented here for their 
generosity in attending, and I encourage you to dig deep for the raffle. 
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Speech outline  

James and the team have asked me to speak today about the role of business in contributing to 
what I would describe as a good society. 

What I mean by that is a society characterised by freedom, opportunity and a sense of fairness.  

Where people and communities are equipped and encouraged to realise their full potential.  

So in exploring the role of business in creating and sustaining this kind of society, I’m going to cover 
four themes.  

Firstly, I’m going to reflect on the big picture of how business contributes to a prosperous society. 

Secondly, I want to delve a bit more deeply into two particular aspects of that role, namely: 

• our role in creating rewarding and meaningful jobs and decent workplaces 

• the role we play as service providers. 

Thirdly, I want to talk about businesses as global innovators and entrepreneurs, and what that’s 
meant for our standard of living, and for our advancement and our potential as human beings. 

And finally, I’m going to touch on the role of corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

I’m finishing with this, not because it’s not important and not because I don’t want people to put their 
hands in their pockets today and give generously. 

But because too often we confine the discussion about the role of business in society to that 
conversation.  

I believe our role and responsibility in the community is much broader than that.  

It’s about what we do every day, and about the way we do it. 

It’s about how we treat our customers and our people, and how we operate as a vital part of 
communities.  

The lack of trust some people have in the business community has never been about whether we 
donated to something or even about our corporate social responsibility programs. It’s been about: 

• people feeling poorly treated in workplaces 

• feeling let down by our services 

• about shareholders not feeling that they’re getting value for the dollars they’ve put at risk.  

Fundamentally, it’s been about a perception of business not living up to the social and economic 
responsibilities that are inherent in what we do. 

Let me say at the outset that the majority of businesses in Australia, and certainly the ones I work 
with, are ethical values driven by values.  

And they contribute enormously to our society and our way of life. 

I don’t want to put a rose-coloured view of business to you today. That would be wrong. 

There is much work to be done to build and sustain community trust. 

But I contest and utterly reject the generalised anti-business sentiment that continues to dominate 
the rhetoric of some of our policymakers. 

It is destructive, confusing and leads us down a dangerous path of populist, short-sighted 
policymaking that hampers our competitiveness and our capacity to create jobs. 

So, what I want to do today is to try to put some balance back into the picture.  
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The big picture 

So let me start with the big picture by looking at the overall contribution of business to our 
prosperity. 

As the Harvard economist and ‘shared value’ guru Michael Porter says, there’s no such thing as a 
good society without business, because only business creates wealth. 

Prosperity, on the other hand, is created by a virtuous compact of: 

• business creating wealth and jobs 

• governments facilitating wealth distribution, among their strategic, service delivery and security 
roles 

• the non-government sector making its own contribution to job and wealth creation but, more 
particularly, in building social and community capacity. 

Let’s look at the facts. 

Over the last three decades, Australia has experienced a remarkable growth story, with 
Gross Domestic Product growing by an average of around three and a half per cent a year. 

This has seen our economy almost triple in size. 

Over those 30 years, income per capita has almost doubled to $66,000. 

More than five million new jobs have been created. 

There has been more than a fourfold increase in funding for education, with around a quarter of 
working-age Australians now holding a bachelor’s degree or higher qualification. 

Investment in public infrastructure – roads, railways and utilities – has also quadrupled. 

This growth has lifted the prosperity of the majority of Australians by giving people choices and 
opportunities. 

This growth has been driven by thriving businesses, large and small, who have invested a 
staggering three trillion dollars into the economy. 

It is businesses – small, medium and large – operating in open and competitive markets, who have 
lifted our nation’s prosperity by paying $70 billion in corporate tax, by employing ten and half million 
Australians. 

It’s the six million so-called “mum and dad” investors who have put their money at risk to build 
Australian companies. 

But this community prosperity doesn’t play out automatically. 

This is why the Business Council produced an economic action plan last year that set out a  
decade-long program of structural reform to support enduring prosperity for the nation. 

We set out a series of ideas that cut across economic, social and environmental policy to build a 
more resilient, prosperous and fairer country. 

Because the reality is there are some big forces changing our world very quickly: 

• huge technological shifts and globalisation mean that everything we have and do is exposed to 
competition and will dramatically change the way we live 

• the growth of Asia and the opportunities this presents for Australia in areas where we have or 
could have a comparative advantage 

• an ageing population that requires a dramatic rethink in our fiscal policy and the way we deliver 
government services, some of which will be played out in next week’s budget. 

These forces and the way we respond to them are going to have a significant impact on our future.  
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Poorly managed, there is a very real risk that they could create greater levels of disruption and a 
growth of inequality in our society.  

This is why our economic action plan argued that we can’t pursue a ‘winner-take-all’ approach to 
economic growth.  

Business as employers and service providers 

Employers 

Which brings me to my second theme around the role of business as employers and service 
providers. 

The ten and a half million people who come to work every day at an Australian business are not 
statistics. 

For them, for all of us, a job is a big part of how we define ourselves. It’s our opportunity for social 
and economic advancement. It’s a source of self-esteem, a sense of being included in, and 
contributing to, our society.  

Let’s face it – we spend most of our waking hours at work. 

Many of our social connections are made at work. We make friends and find partners, and 
thankfully these days we don’t have to resign to marry them.  

So it goes without saying that people’s view of business is shaped, in large part, by how they and 
their family members and friends are treated in the workplace.  

I believe the business community, in tandem with government and the education sector, needs to 
do more here. 

Human capital is going to be the absolute game changer in responding to the global forces I was 
talking about earlier. 

Competition for skilled labour will be global and it will be fierce.  

Developing our competency in managing people through economic transition will give us a huge 
comparative advantage. 

Businesses know that, particularly the global businesses I represent at the BCA. 

So how do we respond? 

We know that the changes I talked about earlier require having the best and brightest, and the most 
skilled people in our workplaces.  

This is going involve a complete rethink of how we recruit, train, educate and skill up people in 
educational institutions, in the workplace, and over their lifetime.  

It’s going to involve unprecedented collaboration between educational institutions and business. 

How else should we respond? 

Workplaces themselves need to be much more collaborative – and I mean all workplaces, not just 
the elite ones.  

We need to unleash the creativity of people and ideas and this will not be achieved in traditional 
hierarchies and with inflexible demarcations. 

We need jobs to be well designed to reflect changing circumstances, like the ageing of our 
population and greater participation by women with children. 

This means greater flexibility in the way people are employed because they will want – and need – 
to work in different ways.  

We need our workplaces to be supportive as people’s circumstances change and when they face 
difficulties.  
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Things like addiction and mental illness. Or when organisations are going through tough, structural 
changes.  

How we treat people in those circumstances impacts on them very personally and impacts on us 
reputationally.  

I believe we need to dramatically improve our middle management competency. 

In every organisation I’ve been involved with, treating people properly, and unleashing innovation 
and productivity, depends on having middle managers who are equipped to embrace collaboration 
and inclusive and imaginative workplaces.  

Service providers 

So, if I turn now to our role as service providers and our place in communities. 

We know what good service looks like when we get bad service. 

And we know how differently it makes us feel – about a business but also about ourselves, about 
the kind of society we live in, and whether individuals and communities feel valued and respected.  

Increasingly, businesses are embracing the view that it’s not good enough to see their customer 
interface as a series of transactions. They want to build a permanent relationship that is positive 
and committed. 

Again, there are some big trends driving this. Customers are increasingly dictating the products and 
services, modes of delivery and the ethical frame they expect from us. 

This will unleash a wave of customer-focused innovation where we will make another quantum leap 
in our living standards. It will unleash ‘the art of the possible.’ 

Businesses will need the agility to respond to the informed and empowered consumer or they won’t 
be able to compete. 

The flipside of the individual consumer interface is how business is seen at a community level. 

On the positive side we are, for many communities, the central employer and the defining feature of 
the places we operate in.  

This brings risk and responsibilities, as we know, when we see the impact on communities where 
major businesses have shut down or relocated. 

On the more controversial side, we know that our presence in communities as miners, as explorers, 
as developers is often not well regarded by those communities. 

This means we have to work a lot harder through: 

• well-considered and responsible projects 

• permanent and continuous engagement with communities 

• open and transparent data about the impact of developments. 

We need to be more proactive and self-regulating here.  

We know across Australia that failure to take action here will see governments of whatever political 
persuasion bring down the deadweight hand of excessive regulation.  

Innovation 

Now let me turn to innovation. 

The innovation of businesses large and small, and of individual entrepreneurs, has changed the 
way we live and massively improved global living standards. 

Some people would contest that, and I know that it hasn’t worked for everyone on the planet by any 
means. Nor do I dispute that many innovations have come at a cost.  
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But on balance, if we think about the way we live, unleashing the enterprise of the private sector 
has changed things for the better. 

I felt this very keenly when I travelled to the United States late last year and had the opportunity to 
visit the operations of some of our member companies. 

When standing at Thomas Edison’s desk at GE, I was reminded how much one individual can do 
when they see a problem and set about trying to solve it. 

At the Boeing factory, I saw incredible design innovation and the value of a global supply chain 
where a plane is the product of the endeavours and ideas of many countries and many people. 

In Silicon Valley, we met with companies at the centre of the digital revolution.  

You just have to think about how the laptop, the iPad, the mobile phone, the internet have 
dramatically changed our existence. I think for the better. 

In Australia, we’ve seen a company like Cochlear create the bionic ear. Telstra was at the forefront 
of developing wireless technology.  

And it was the CSIRO’s Parkes radio telescope that received the television signals to that 
six hundred million people, one fifth of humanity at the time, could watch Neil Armstrong’s first steps 
on the Moon. 

Our plea to governments is to help us to create an environment for great ideas to happen, for things 
to be discovered even if it’s by accident. 

I’m always depressed by the way research and development becomes the whipping boy of short-
sighted budget fixes.  

R&D and innovation are by their nature are long-run propositions. 

And of course, our education and training systems need to be better equipped to produce people 
who have the capacity to think differently, in ways that allow us to deal with complex problems and 
to imagine a world that may be inconceivable to us now. 

And these capabilities cannot be confined to some idea of a ‘superclass’. We will all need them. 

Because notwithstanding the genius of a man like Edison, most big innovations take place through 
collaboration of people and enterprises, large and small.  

Corporate social responsibility 

This brings me to my final theme – corporate social responsibility. 

I explained at the start why I intended to cover this last. And it’s partly to reinforce the point that you 
can’t give what you don’t have. 

The biggest responsibility companies have is to look after their shareholders and their staff. When 
organisations lose sight of that, they’re in trouble. 

But I hope I’ve also reinforced the point that to be successful and to survive into the future, 
companies of today need a strong ethical compass.  

When I talk to our companies about what they’re doing in CSR, I am staggered by the breadth and 
depth of it. I think the community would be staggered by it too. But it’s not something companies 
tend to publicise.  

CSR has become a competitive advantage for companies seeking to recruit the best talent.  

Increasingly, young people are choosing employers based on a company’s values, and how they 
contribute to community wellbeing. 

People want to be proud of the organisations they work for. 

Sponsorships and donations are important and necessary, but for many of the companies we work 
with at the BCA, CSR has become much more than that.  
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It has become part of the ethical culture of many successful organisations.  

They want to engage with communities directly and long term. 

They want to align corporate social responsibility activities with their values and their business 
models. 

A good example of this is what our member companies are doing in supporting Indigenous 
employment and economic development.  

In 2009, when the BCA first surveyed members on this issue, 28 companies had some form of 
Indigenous engagement activity. The number now is 84. 

Just two years ago, 53 per cent of companies told us that Indigenous engagement was not in line 
with their business objectives. Now it’s just six per cent.  

In the last 12 months, 90 per cent of our companies increased their Indigenous workforce. This 
brings the total number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people employed by BCA member 
companies to around 20,000. 

This change reflects the gradual but very real evolution I’ve been talking about this afternoon. 

More and more, Australian businesses are tackling big social issues and building capacity. 

Companies like Woolworths are paving the way in employing people with disabilities. Companies 
like the ANZ are making big inroads into recruiting long-term unemployed people. 

These are fantastic initiatives but we need to do more, and we need to do it collaboratively, not 
competitively.  

Many organisations are looking at their CSR initiatives and asking: ‘Can we be more focused and 
have a bigger collective impact?’ 

I think there are two areas where business can show the way: 

Firstly, I think it’s time for us to think about place-based disadvantage in Australia beyond 
Indigenous communities. 

And, secondly, I think business must show the way in terms of our declining education standards.  

Because if we don’t, our people will not have the skills and capability to keep themselves and our 
country competitive and prosperous. 

We can’t wait for governments to fix this. 

And of course, I believe we can and should do more to create mentally healthy workplaces and 
provide supportive environments for people living with a mental illness. 

Conclusion 

When I have the opportunity to give speeches like this, they help me to reflect on the kind of society 
we want to live in. 

And if you look across the world, it is the prosperous countries that provide their citizens with 
greater choices and greater opportunities, and with freedom and cohesion. 

If you look behind that prosperity, you find a growing economy supported by a strong business 
community with well thought through social policy. 

Make no mistake, if you remove or compromise the business end of the equation, that prosperity 
becomes very fragile and very vulnerable. 
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If you look a bit more deeply into those prosperous societies, you will find a high-performing  
non-government sector, with organisations like Odyssey House reminding us that growth has to be 
inclusive to create true community prosperity and a fairer society. 

And when these two sectors – the business community and the non-government sector – work 
together, they are an unstoppable force for good.  

Thank you. 

[ends] 

For further information contact: 
Scott Thompson, Director, Media and Public Affairs 
Business Council of Australia 
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The Business Council of Australia (BCA) brings together the chief executives of 100 of Australia’s leading companies.  
For almost 30 years, the BCA has provided a unique forum for some of Australia’s most experienced corporate leaders to 
contribute to public policy reform that affects business and the community as a whole.  

Our vision is for Australia to be the best place in the world in which to live, learn, work and do business.  


