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Rachel Sloan 00:00
Welcome to the Career Zone Podcast, where each episode we spend some time focusing on something that's on students minds right now. I'm your host, Rachel, Employability and Career Consultant with the University of Exeter. You can catch up on all of our episodes by doing all of those subscribing and following things we're on Spotify and iTunes.
Nicky Hutchinson 00:21
Thank you for joining us today on the Career Zone podcast. Scott James is a partner at Ward Williams Associates, and my name is Nikky Hutchinson, and I'm an Employability and Careers Consultant with the University. So, today's podcast is really all about what is a B Corp, and why should you consider working for one? And Ward Williams Associates is a B Corp, Scott, isn't it? So, do you want to start by filling us in on, you know, what Ward Williams Associates do, and your role within the organisation?

Scott James 00:54
Yeah, great. And thanks for having me, Nicky. It's really exciting to be on the podcast with you for your listeners. So yeah, Ward Williams, we're a 50 year old business now based out of Truro. I am near the campus in Penryn, but we're a national business that works in the built environment sector. And what that means is that we actually cover project and cost management, and we advise clients, and we work with the likes of architects, engineers, consultants of all types across all specialisms, to help create great places that we all live in, work in, and want to spend time in. So, we hopefully create better places for people all around the UK. So, a 50 year old business, and we've grown over time, anybody who's of a certain age listening to this that will remember the arrows at the start of Dad's Army, where they start to move across the screen. Well, our arrows have moved from the very far southwest in Truro and Plymouth and grown right across the country. And in fact, we've got an office in the south of France as well, delivering some projects. So, we're a UK based, but with some reach internationally as well. And in our team, we've got eight offices in the UK and 170 staff. So, project managers, cost managers, sustainability consultants, strategic consultants advising on finance and exciting opportunities for clients. And I've been with the business for 10 years, 10 years, next month, and my role within the business is Partner with responsibility for sustainability, which is a very broad brush. So that covers, kind of every aspect of what we do in the sustainability field. And as your listeners will know, that touches many different points in different business activities, operational, service delivery and innovation.

Nicky Hutchinson 02:39
Amazing. So, you've got this B Corp accreditation. What does having that certificate, or that certification, mean for Ward Williams?  

Scott James 02:50
Yeah, it's a really interesting one. It's become quite popular, it's become quite commonly understood now, which is really, really good. When we first went down the road becoming a B Corp, or B Corporation, that was in around 2019, and that was very early days in the whole B Corp journey. But as an entity, it's something which started off in the United States, and the B stands for benefit. So, a benefit corporation, it's looking at true benefit across all the activities that you do, both in the impact that you have as a business, but also how you work with your teams, the staff, your community, and hopefully help all of that flourish. That's the ultimate goal. And it's quite interesting, because I don't think there's anything else out there of a similar nature, really, that goes quite so deep as the ambitions of B Corporation. 

So, there's many things out there that help organisations deliver good process, but there's nothing out there that really hopefully bleeds right through the organisation to every aspect that it touches. So that's what B Corporation means to us. It's a deep, meaningful, value aligned proposition that can hopefully help you improve over time. And yeah, that's been now a six-year journey from starting, first of all, thinking about it, getting inspired, to certifying, and then now, now we're well into it, into our second certification and onwards.

Nicky Hutchinson 04:13
That's amazing. So, you've got six years behind you and you know, why is it important to you as an organisation to keep this accreditation and the certification going?

Scott James 04:25
Yeah, so when we first looked at it, we, like a lot of organisations do, we felt we had unique areas that we focused on that would value from being recognised but would also value from greater impact being created from them. And a lot of that was actually around our social value impact about how we create great, meaningful jobs for people in our localities where we're based, and we're able to then hopefully help them develop throughout their career, have a positive impact on the communities that we work in. So, we're not like some organisations that maybe parachute into an area, do some work and then never really have a presence in that place. We're very much based around the places there where officers are, and we want to create lasting, positive impact for them. So really, how we then take that certification and learn from others, I think that's the most important thing, probably for me, over the six years of being involved as a B Corporation, is that you learn great ideas about that kind of cross sector and cross organisation learning is really true. It's very meaningful. So that happens for us.

There's two routes that we get a real value out of that we have something called the Built Environment working group, so we collaborate with other built environment sector groups across the country. I've been fortunate to be co-chair of that nationally for the last three years. And that organisation, or that section of our B Corp, kind of group, grew from about 20 businesses when we first joined in 2020 through to it's over 100 now it's about 120. That six-fold, real significant growth and it just shows the passion. So, we learn off each other, who's doing really well, what are we doing in the right ways, and how can we improve things? And then the other strand to the B Corp approach is locally. So, B Locals. And like I said, we're based in the southwest. The southwest is a real epicentre for B Corporations. We're kind of that way minded I think actually in this area, both the people, the communities, the scale probably, and we're lucky to then work with other organisations, and it might be designers, it might be environmental consultants, anybody and everybody in our locality that we can work with. So that's really exciting, and that starts to get us some really interesting conversations. It leads to exciting things like volunteer days and beach cleans and all the positives that go with a tight knit community like we've got.

Nicky Hutchinson 06:47
It definitely seems to have exploded, doesn't it, over the last, you know, three or four years in particular, and it's really great to see that. I'm just interested in how this has really impacted the business at Ward Williams, and do you do any really key things that are different now as a result of having this status?

Scott James 07:08
Yeah, I think it's really exciting to look at that, and it's hard to see day to day. You probably would never see it in an organisation, but when you take a step back and reflect year to year, and certainly over a five or ten year window, it's incredible the difference it's made. Yeah, it helps organisations evolve but evolve in the right way. It helps align corporation or business values with individual values and true meaning. And I think you know where people can go to bed on a Sunday night excited about getting up on a Monday morning to make a difference in what they do. That's a hugely positive factor for everyone, and they can only lead to good things. And I think the B-Corp certification and process and being embedded in what we do has really done that for us. So we talk about impact, imagination and authenticity in what we do as a business, and that's kind of been embedded in our approach, our brand even has been refreshed to kind of reflect and align with that, and also our five year strategy about how we really grow that and as our business, I think we've evolved from a consultancy that focuses on delivering good client services to one that really looks at the full breadth of what we can do. And that's quite interesting, because it starts to bring in innovation and different opportunities, and it stimulates entrepreneurial thoughts. And I think all that stuff can only add value to our team, to actually to the commercial success of the team, and all that we can do for our clients in our communities.

Nicky Hutchinson 08:34
So, it's a really holistic approach to looking at the whole business, isn't it, and how it impacts in these key sort of pillar areas. What was involved in actually securing the status for Ward Williams? What did you have to do?

Scott James 08:49
Lot of work, as you'd probably expect, and the timelines for that, from initial discussion to first certification, can be many months. And in our instance, our Chairman, our current Chairman, who was Senior Partner at the time, was inspired by the design and kind of marketing sector in Cornwall, an organisation, or an event called GoodFest. So inspired by that world, the design world, which is great, the creative world, I should say, probably in Cornwall, and then that led to conversations with a guy called Matt Hocking, who established LEAP. He did work at Eden initially, he's an inspiring guy who was a very early adopter of B Corporation, the first in Cornwall, I believe, one of the first marketing agencies, a real leader globally in that respect. So, he helped inspire and guide us in those first sessions. 

We then brought a core team together and what you need to do when you are going down this route is really bring a much wider team together as a focus group, representing your wider team members across your business to start focusing on actual data. Is a lot of the dry stuff. So, there's financial data, HR data and all of that side of things. And then you start to do something called the B Impact Assessment, which is an online portal which covers the five pillars. So, you'll get stuck into sections around environment. You'll get set stuck into sections around community and workers and governance. So, all of these areas will be looked at and mapped out, and broadly speaking, you'll have around 200 questions to run through that split across those various pillars, and whatever sector you're in, you'll be guided to questions relevant to you. So, we're in Building Design Construction sector, so that's our direction. So, we'll have more questions around our environmental impact. Some businesses that might work in clothing or graphic design will be taken down those particular routes, so it's all applicable and tailored to your organisation.

But that process, like I said, can be six months, for us it was the autumn of 2019, we submitted our B Impact Assessment to B Lab, and B Lab is the organisation that manages the process on behalf of B Corporation. We submitted that to them initially in January, and then what you go through is a process, so you get a certified assessor that joins your process, and they then deep dive into each of those kind of areas and come up with probably 30 or 40 questions that you'll then go into your next team huddle to get together to actually say, right, what's our detailed response to this query, this inquiry. I would say it sounds like an audit. It's not. It's a really meaningful process to go through that can actually help improve your business, irrespective of the B Corp certification. It's a good process; it's a healthy process to go through. And they score you, and basically there's a 200 point maximum, which I don't think any organisation has ever achieved. Hopefully, it is the impossible, but you got to keep striving towards, but there is a baseline of 80 points that you need to achieve across those pillars to actually gain certification.

So, in our instance, in 2020 when we submitted, we were about 100 points. We started to get a little bit dizzy, thinking, that's too high. You know, are we going to struggle to keep those points. But actually, as we went through the process, the B Corporation assessors then started to work with us and said well actually, you're really strong in this case, in our workers theme about they call it workers, it's a very American term, but our staff, our team, our people, about supporting them on the whole life journey that they've got with a business in terms of career growth and training. So, we had an additional scoring allowance that was given to us for that excellence area that we had, according to their judgment. So, we actually scored 135.5 points back in 2020 which was incredible. We were in the top five in the UK at that point in time of all businesses. And then we had to recertify. So, there's a whole process you have to go through of recertification every three years. It's like, you know, almost getting your car checked over an MOT. You do have to go through that to make sure that you're either improving or keeping up with minimum standards that always evolve. And we went through that in 2023 where we improved our point score again to 163.9 so it's very high. We don't tend to play on the points too much, because it should be all be about progress and impact, but from a certification process, we've done that well over the last few years. 

Nicky Hutchinson 13:15
It sounds fantastic. And listening to you, Scott, I really love the fact that this is not only really tailored towards specific sectors and specific operations, this isn't just about getting a badge, it's about an ongoing process that you're kind of signed up to that means it's incremental and that there's always the next goal to work towards. And I think the other real success of this that I've seen as an external person is the sort of community that sits around it and how that then you know, you can share, you know, ideas, and you know where that's appropriate to sort of really support other people, to help build scores that ultimately makes you better businesses in terms of, you know, thinking about the environment and your community and your team and so on and so forth. So, do you think that B Corps affected your organisational culture? And if so, how has it, how has it done that? So, you did say, you know, your values have really aligned now more towards what you were doing with B Corps. Can you just sort of talk that through a little bit for us?

Scott James 14:19
Yeah, sure. I mean, I think our values were always there, and that aligns directly with the kind of the B Corp agenda, and they've now been more easily teased out of our organisation, to be able to communicate externally and internally. I think there's probably that way, the more natural kind of setting out of our persona and our values, which has been very positive, and it's been quite closely aligned with that whole B Corp journey, really. But you know, in terms of benefits to our staff and kind of values and that kind of thing, I think at first, every organisation I've spoken to over the last four or five years involved in B Corporation, they've always struggled to engage and communicate with staff about what it truly means, and it's not really something you can touch and feel. 

There'll be across your organisation, almost everything should be impacted positively, hopefully by the B Corp process, and it's an enabler of good things, and hopefully it's a dispeller and a remover of the bad things in organisations. That's the main objective. But it's a bit like, what did the Romans ever do for us, kind of question with the B Corp process and businesses? Because it's not as if, on day one when you get your B Corp certification, and you actually get, you can't see it on the screen, but one of these lovely bricks engraved with your B Corp score, it's not like on day one that you get a tattoo to say, 'right, each member of staff, you are a B Corp now, this is the difference it's going to make to you'. It should be a more softer, more embedded, natural kind of process, where perhaps a member of staff, if they've got an idea, or if they've got a concern, or if they've got an opportunity, or whatever, it gets listened to, it gets responded to, and it gets progressed. So, it's softer, it's sometimes less tangible. But the exciting things are when that can lead to innovation and opportunity, both for staff internally, and for services and products that get created off the back of that positivity. 

Nicky Hutchinson 16:14
I think it's it sounds fantastic. And the question in my mind is around, if you were a student or a graduate and you were looking at, you know, yourselves, or any B Corp versus another organisation that isn't a B Corp, how would you kind of sell this, you know, what's in it for the staff member? Why should they pick the B Corp?

Scott James 16:34
Yeah, it's interesting, because the most tangible example of a positive impact for our business of B Corporation has been our recruitment. The number one point that gets raised by every person coming along to either be interviewed or applying or getting a job with us is the B Corp status. That is always a prime factor. So, I think people are aligned with having true value in what they do for 35 or 40 hours of their week. You know, they really wanted that to be meaningful. And B Corporation is a good indicator of an organisation that hopefully aligns with that. So that is a real positive. We don't have to almost push people in the direction of looking for that, that is a natural alignment. So, we do find, though, that, you know, people coming to us, they tend to stay longer, they tend to be those that are better value aligned, so that's always a positive. So, it's about retention as well as just the recruitment bit. People stay for longer, they enjoy it, and they thrive more in that environment.

But in terms of, you know, graduates of all ages, we get good links in terms of work placements, internships, and then also postgraduate training. So sometimes degrees can be extended upon degree apprenticeships relevant to our services and so on. So, we do a lot of work in that respect. In fact, of our 170 staff, 23 on degree apprenticeships within the business. So, a very high number, and that's really exciting. And a number of those people that have been on that journey for a long time now have gone from coming in fresh, it might even be at 18 or 21 or whatever age postgraduate, they are those that often thrive and go through the ranks and secure more senior positions, perhaps with impact as well.

Nicky Hutchinson 18:23
I think that whole purpose driven agenda, the recognition that values are important to you, and how do you align yourself and you know, having, knowing that an organisation has got a strong identity like that, I think is really helpful, definitely. If you were hiring someone to work for you, what would you expect them to know or have an insight of regards to B Corp status. So, imagine you're interviewing somebody, what kinds of things would you be looking for in that individual?

Scott James 18:53
I think it's always down to the kind of the positivity and that alignment between what we stand for and what the individual, hopefully stands for and wants to achieve in their career. I think most organisations won't want somebody to come in and to do their time just week in week out and not see the bigger picture. We want people to be really happy to come into work and to want to make a difference. That's a bit of a mantra in how we work, but it's about how we get the most from people, and it's a two way thing, and to be part of that team that share those values, you know, there's nothing better than working with a like-minded team to achieve really great things. And I think we're an organisation like that, and I know other B Corps around the country are exactly the same. There's a real depth to that passion to make a difference and any person coming into an organisation like ours or wanting to work for a B Corporation, I'm sure they have those values. Everybody does really and that's really exciting,

Nicky Hutchinson 19:50
Definitely, if you were studying and think actually, I quite like the idea of this, where would you go? Is there, like a definitive list that you could look up?

Scott James 19:57
There actually is, yeah, there is on the B Corp websites, you can actually search the database by region. You can search it by service or product or type of organisation that you'd like to work for, and you can see a little bit more about those organisations, so that's really interesting. There's a lot of information out there about B Locals as well, and some of those events are actually open to non B Corp, so individuals that might want to be looking for their next career and create links. That's a really exciting thing to do. You know, as we get towards the summer, there might be events there, post course finishing or in a summer break, those kind of opportunities are always there. And the other thing as well is that what you tend to find is that B Corps are often inclined to come and speak to students face to face, to get involved and actually inspire, hopefully and definitely, you know, always approach about work placements and so on. That's a really good way of getting the flavour of what a business is like. It's a try before you buy approach for the student and business as well. 

Nicky Hutchinson 21:01

Yeah, absolutely. We'll make sure that that link goes into the show notes at the end, so that if anybody's interested, they can look that up. So, what's next for Ward Williams and B Corp? What are your goals moving forward? 

Scott James 21:14

Yeah, I think it's always about the translating the vision and the passion into output, into real, positive, meaningful impact that we make in our projects, that we make for our clients, and the new innovations that we've got. So, like I said, I'm Partner with responsibility for sustainability, and my particular passion at the moment and my day to day is actually this morning, speaking to clients about a new innovation that we're launching in partnership with others in our sector around solar canopies and electric vehicle charge points. So, we're really wanting to fast track and decarbonise the built environment real estate sector in the UK.

So that's one stream. We've got others within our business that are looking at innovation in terms of housing. We're looking at that in terms of how we decarbonise clients work through our services. So whole life carbon modelling, that's a really important piece of work as well, as well as the upfront guidance as well that we're giving to clients and bringing together the opportunity for finance, for sensible design, for well managed projects in a more comprehensive package. So, there's some really good, strategic opportunities in our business that we're looking to really pull together and bring to market and make thrive. And a lot of that, you could probably root back to that B Corporation, morals, ethics, values and ambition. So, there's a definite alignment there. 

Nicky Hutchinson 21:15
It's brilliant how you know you're not just looking at what you're doing internally and the impact that you're having but pulling together these packages of support that help others to get there as well, whether they have B Corp status or not, that's always a positive impact, which is fantastic. I've really enjoyed chatting to you. Thank you so much for joining us today. I hope that's shed some light on, you know, B Corps, what they're about, how it's really impacted your business. I think it's really insightful for our students and graduates. So, thank you, Scott for coming along.

Scott James 23:10
Thanks, Nicky, it's been a pleasure.

Rachel Sloan 23:13
This was the Career Zone Podcast brought to you by the University of Exeter Career Zone. Check out iTunes and Spotify to keep up with all of our regular releases. And if you'd like us to cover something else in another episode, just send us a message, #CareerZonePodcast @UoECareerZone or @UoECornwallCareer Zone on Instagram, and we'll follow up in one of the next episodes.
Links and further information:
· Ward Williams Website
· The B Corp Directory
· B Corporation website home page
· Green Consultants
· Scott James, Partner, Ward Williams Associates LinkedIn
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