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Amplify your social
responsibility efforts

If your firm is like most, you’ve created
a programme to improve your firm’s
diversity and inclusion, another
focusing on pro bono projects, and

perhaps another aimed at volunteering in
the community or recycling programmes.
But, if your firm is like most, you don’t
have a comprehensive, holistic alignment
of all these initiatives and measuring the
results and impact of these efforts is not
yet the norm. In fact, these initiatives are
often completely separate and inde-
pendent of each other. Many firms still
prepare annual publications separately to
report on the progress made in each of
these areas.

This is a missed opportunity for your
firm to amplify its good works the way
clients have come to expect. A compre-
hensive strategy can define and focus
your efforts for greater impact in your
firm and with stakeholders and vendors.

Stakeholder and societal
expectations
Globally, corporations and industry
bodies are increasingly expected to help
address society’s most pressing problems.
In his 2019 Annual Letter to CEOs, Larry
Fink of BlackRock Investments wrote,
“Society is increasingly looking to compa-
nies, both public and private, to address
pressing social and economic issues.” You
only need to read or watch the daily news
to see frequent reminders of the stresses
of climate change, the lack of gender
equity and racial equality, and instances
where the corporate world is behaving in
a less-than ethical and honorable
manner. 

Increasingly, companies – including
professional service firms – are expected

Pamela Cone believes that CMOs and
CBDOs need to embrace and engage
CSR and sustainability.

Engaging in a variety
of partnerships leads
to greater impact,
moving your firm’s
CSR efforts from
‘transactional 
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oped the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (UNSDGs), with a
target date of 2030. With less than 12
years remaining, public and private part-
nerships around the globe are working to
achieve these goals. When our clients and
prospects align with the UNSDGs or
become a member of the UN Global
Compact, they are making a commitment
to work toward those goals as individual
companies, and also through the compa-
nies and organisations with whom they
do business. This includes their outside
professional service providers. 

Recognising the entire body of your
CSR efforts more holistically, and even
using the UN SDGs as a common frame-
work to focus your efforts, is a great way
to align the breadth and depth of every-
thing your firm is doing, allowing the
celebration of the greater whole. And,
increasingly, this is the framework
around which your clients are engaging
and communicating. Referencing the
UNSDGs in your CSR storytelling
resonates quickly, and it affords imme-
diate opportunities for potential collabo-
ration and partnerships. UNSDGs are the
common language now being used glob-
ally to have these critically important
discussions.

Goal 17, ‘Partnerships for the Goals’,
encourages companies to align with and
do business with others who are
committed to making progress toward
these goals. Have your firm’s clients
posed questions to you regarding your
firm’s alignment with and commitment to
the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals as part of the RFP
process? If not, then you still have time to
prepare for when they do. And they

to ‘have a voice’ and take positions on
relevant and material social issues.
Recruits, employees, clients, and supply
chain vendors expect it. All want to know
(and see) what your firm stands for. What
are your values and purpose? What
behaviour is (or isn’t) acceptable at your
firm? And while firms have historically
avoided this by citing client confiden-
tiality and attorney-client privilege, that
rationale does not apply when asked
about the firm’s own actions, values and
purpose. Employees, clients, and other
stakeholders expect them to be demon-
strated consistently, not just declared as a
defense during a crisis.

The United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals 2030 
In 2015, as a follow-on to the United
Nations Millennium Goals, the UN devel-
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nance, anti-bribery and corruption,
whistleblowing and crisis management.
The UN Global Compact and the UN
Sustainable Development Goals (the
SDGs) now challenge us to consider how
much more of our activity, whether fee-
earning, pro bono or direct operations,
influence these global priorities. … Not
only does this include the more tradi-
tional themes of pro bono and commu-
nity investment, Diversity and
Environment it also captures issues of
human rights and modern slavery,
working with suppliers, and fair dealing
and ethics.”

Moving beyond ‘nice to do’ to
create a business imperative
While ‘doing good’ has been part of the
ethos and DNA of the professions forever,
most firms still see it as a ‘nice-to-do’ –
activities ‘on-the-side’ – that are separate
from the firm’s strategic management
decisions. Today, all businesses,
including the professional services
industry, must act with social impact and
sustainability as part of their strategy.
These topics must be considered at the
firm leadership level and shared trans-
parently – internally and externally.
Celebrate where the firm is doing well.
Acknowledge where improvements can
be made. And set out to work toward a
more sustainable, socially responsible
future. Collaborate with others for greater
impact. Your employees, your clients,
your vendors, and your business partners
expect it. It is not only good business
strategy – it is now a global imperative.

will. Case in point: In a recent RFP from a
global financial institution, it was clearly
stated that all successful bidders would
be expected to sign the United Nations
Global Compact or explain why not.

Consider being proactive in reaching
out to your clients to propose collabora-
tion opportunities to work toward
achieving the UNSDGs by 2030. Doing so
would be a differentiator for your firm,
and it’s a great way to deepen client rela-
tionships. Engaging in a variety of part-
nerships with clients and other
organisations leads to greater impact,
moving your firm’s CSR efforts from
‘transactional one-offs’ to ‘transforma-
tional outcomes’.

What does holistic look like?
Beyond pro bono and diversity
and inclusion programmes
In assessing our social impact, it’s not
enough to think only of pro bono work.
Law firms can make a difference in the
fee-earning work they do for and with
clients as well. For example, Freshfields,
a signator of the UN Global Compact,
hosts an annual Global Business Forum
that gathers senior executives, thought
leaders, and academics to discuss the
existing and emerging issues that matter
most to global businesses: climate
change, sustainable and equitable
growth, resource scarcity, and corporate
strategies on environmental, social and
governance policy. 

Linklaters (signator of the UN Global
Compact) beautifully captures the
comprehensive, holistic view of CSR and
sustainability with the following descrip-
tion on its website of its programme and
efforts:

“For many years, we have been
advising clients on undertaking business
responsibly across climate change,
sustainable real estate, risk and gover-
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Case studies:
Examples of
transformational
initiatives

• DLA Piper signed the United
Nations Global Compact and is
truly embracing Goal 17,
‘Partnerships for the Goals’, in
order to improve global access to
employment and opportunities
across professions beyond the
legal sector. As a global business
law firm, it is using the strength of
its networks and convening power
to raise awareness of this issue
and facilitate change. Working
with clients, academic institutions,
charities, and NGOs allows the
firm to achieve a greater collec-
tive impact on this issue. Through
this collaboration, it demonstrates
shared values, builds relation-
ships and, most importantly,
leverages the different aspects of
the solution that each partici-
pating organisation can provide.

• Similarly, Nixon Peabody’s inno-
vative project around solar power
is brilliant. An entity called New
Partners Community Solar
Corporation is a nonprofit formed
by a group of Nixon Peabody
lawyers, the District Department
of Energy & Environment,
Brookfield Properties, National
Housing Trust Community
Development Fund, Enterprise
Community Partners, and Sol
Systems. Together, they
deployed the first community
solar installation on Washington
DC commercial property, with the
energy generated benefiting low-
income tenants in the District of
Columbia. Truly transformational!

• In another example that illustrates
industry collaboration, 12 of the
most respected law firms in the
United States created a ground-
breaking collaborative project
called ‘Lawyers for a Sustainable
Economy’, which will deliver pro
bono legal services to clients who
are driving sustainability transfor-
mation.


