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Introduction: Why Now?

Let me tell you my pandemic story. Some of it may sound familiar.

February 2020. I’m just back from a work trip with my CEO at Portas Agency, Caireen. We’ve been in Melbourne, Australia, where there was growing concern about a flu-like bug in China. Our Australian clients, a fashion company, were worrying about the deliveries of their next lines and what would happen if their stock didn’t come in.

The first trickles of anxiety start.

Caireen and I get on the flight home – no masks, no nothing – and return to the office, where our finance director has a bit of a cough. We don’t take much notice. It’s good to be back and sharing the buzz of the trip. But the tension grows as the days turn into weeks. This flu thing just isn’t going away. We can feel there’s some kind of crisis coming but can’t see exactly what shape it will take.

Soon, one of our team – whose husband is in politics – comes in and tells us that Boris Johnson, the prime minister, is going to lock down the UK. And we still can’t really envisage what the crisis will look like, even though we are on the point of walking into it.

We have a last afternoon in the office, and the whole team gets together to open up the beer and wine. The mood is slightly absurd, almost end-of-term. ‘We’ll be back in a month, so let’s have a good drink.’

We are laughing and a bit giddy. It’s surreal. The atmosphere is a mix of fear and slight excitement at something so unlike anything we’ve known before. It’s a bit of a novelty. And the weather is going to be great in April, apparently. So we all go home and go into lockdown and try to figure out how to look professional on Zoom calls.

A few days later Caireen rings me and says: ‘OK, so our clients in the States and in Australia have stopped work.’

‘What do you mean, stopped?’

‘Just closed down for now.’ These are retail clients and they have shut their doors.

I can’t process it properly. ‘So what does that mean? What does it mean for us?’

‘It’s going to be at least a few months: they have cancelled the work we were doing for them. We need to find new ways to support them.’

We start to do the maths together, and figure out we are probably going to take a 15–20 per cent hit to our immediate profits. OK, we can do this. I talk to Mark, my finance director, and we look at the staff we have, our rent and contracts, and we reckon we’ll be all right. We’ll be down a chunk, but all right.

Breathe. We just have to keep focus here.

Two days later another client calls, same deal. And within three weeks we go from 20 per cent down in profits through 50 per cent to ‘lucky if we can manage to break even’.

Meanwhile, I’m at home with a house full of my children, old and young. In one room, my son Mylo is working from his laptop. In another my daughter Verity is doing her master’s degree online. And in between I’m trying to get my eight-year-old, Horatio, to do insanely complicated maths equations as part of his virtual schooling, while fielding calls about my crumbling business.

Like any mother, I keep smiling on the surface while paddling furiously underneath. But the fear is building constantly inside me. The business that we’ve built up over twenty-one years, that’s always been profitable, that my team and I have seen through all the storms including the 2008 crash, is on the line. The question mark now is not about the profits but sheer survival.

I am completely consumed by fear. Everything I’d relied on, had planned for the future, seems uncertain. I’m four weeks away from my sixtieth birthday – looking forward to the years when I was supposed to sit back a bit and enjoy slowing down. Just a little.

Now I’m wondering if everything is going to implode. I sleep less and less. Turning restlessly in my bed as I worry about everything we have built, and my employees’ livelihoods, being at risk.

For the first time in my career, I feel completely and utterly at a loss. And it’s largely because the guiding light of my whole career, which is something I can’t explain, has always been a sense of what’s going to be the next thing, where people are going. I’ve somehow always managed to work that out.

I’ve been a fixer, too, since my mother died when I was sixteen, my father not long afterwards, and my siblings and I were cut adrift. I’ve always been the one to sort things out, ride in on a white horse and save everyone. But suddenly I am completely and utterly floored. This feels too big, too unknowable. Unfixable. Like so many others, I’m wondering where my life is going to land when all this ends.

The next month brings constant bad news. And the irony is that my business involves advising others on what to do next. While other agencies are putting out think pieces about what businesses should be doing, we stay uncharacteristically silent.

We don’t have a ten-point plan or snappy flow chart to show people how to get out of a pandemic. We just don’t know what to say. Nor do we really want to – yet. And I’ve always had something to say. So there I am, the weeks passing, the fear beating out of my chest, me like a pilot holding white-knuckled on to the airplane controls as I try to stop it crashing.

But slowly, so slowly in fact that I hardly realize it’s there, another feeling starts to unfurl inside me: a strangely peaceful kind of acceptance. I get tired of all the fear and worry. I realize that it’s not helping anything. No one knows how this will end. I’m not failing because I can’t work out what to do. We’re all just surviving and I’ve got to sit with it. All of us have got to lean into the pain and simply try to look after our people and business as best we can.

Every day, Caireen and I talk as we learn together how to be in this new reality. And as we do, there is one thing that keeps coming to the forefront of our minds, an idea we’ve been exploring over the last couple of years – almost as a side hustle. We call it the Kindness Economy and it follows on from thinking I laid out in a book called Work Like a Woman.

It’s about shifting the sole purpose of business from money, money, money at all costs to better protecting the earth’s resources and our own wellbeing. Once we began to research this idea, we found more and more voices saying the same thing: we cannot keep going down the same path. We need to prioritize different things – the world we live in and the people who inhabit it – not just the bottom line.

The Kindness Economy is a movement for how consumer culture needs (and wants) to change. The landscape of how people buy, sell, make and live has to change. We need social progress to go hand in hand with commerce.

I gave a TED talk on the Kindness Economy back in December 2019, a couple of months before the name Wuhan became famous worldwide. As a company we’d already implemented changes and embraced more purposeful behaviours, but we weren’t shouting about it. We weren’t sure if we’d commit professional suicide by talking about giving back in a world that’s often only about taking. Or have our values misconstrued as the marketing equivalent of virtue signalling. Some clients got it, some simply didn’t – no matter how much we highlighted the jeopardy inherent in ‘business as usual’.

But we’re in different times now. And the pandemic gives everything we’ve been thinking about a new urgency. What is going to get us through is human empathy, not just clever strategies. With everything in free-fall, it’s time to take some risks.

All around us we can see that, even with its awful challenges, the coronavirus pandemic has brought a recognition of the important things in life – and business: community, value, creativity and purpose. These will be our life rafts. It’s never been so important. And the more I read and hear about these ideas, the more I realize that, while Covid-19 has accelerated this sense of change, the seeds were sown before we’d ever heard of it.

Greta Thunberg and the climate change activists. The brave women of #MeToo. The Black Lives Matter movement. All of them had one core message: ‘We’ve had enough of the status quo. Things need to change.’ We cannot go on exploiting the world’s resources and each other and expect there to be no consequences.

Small parts of the world of business have been undergoing a quiet revolution. But now this needs to be bigger and wider. And by forcing everything so close to the edge, business will now have to find new ways to rebuild. We need to work together to benefit the greater good. It’s about survival for us all.

Caireen and I talk (we talk a lot) – and come to realize that this Kindness Economy thinking is going to be the only way forward. We don’t know if our clients will understand it – or even if there are going to be any clients in the future. But we just have to follow this path. This is where the truth lies. It is the only way to rebuild.

Now, I’m sure there were points in this journey where Caireen and the team wondered if I’d finally lost all sense of reason. But they believed in it. More than that – they knew it was the way forward. We’d cling on to that core instinct and see where it would take us.

We start as simply and directly as we can: a newsletter that appears in our contacts’ in-boxes containing our unvarnished thoughts about how we see the future of living and buying, and how business will sit within that.

The newsletter starts with a few hundred readers – colleagues and clients – and then more people start to sign up. Soon we have 7,000 addresses on our database. It keeps growing. Businesses are reading what we’re saying and getting in touch to ask for our advice. They like the new approach. They also know it makes commercial sense.

We, meanwhile, are building the ship while we’re sailing it. This is all new, experimental, but that is OK. We don’t have all the answers. But we are guided by the truth we all believe in. And we begin to find our way. We learn to navigate the new reality without hitting the rocks.

You’ll have your own pandemic story no doubt. You will have felt the pain – both personal and professional – that we have all been through. And the other common emotion of the past year has been fear: exhausting, debilitating fear as we’ve tried to keep it all hanging together.

Because of that, I know that the energy needed to think about new values and approaches may feel in short supply right now. But here’s the crucial thing: the businesses out there who think this is just a nice-to-have that they can think about in a couple of years are the ones who will be left behind. Those who are going to survive and thrive will be the ones who start to adapt and reinvent right now. This is a commercial imperative. Your life raft.

Change is all around us. It won’t just stop as we start to move slowly to post-pandemic life. The scars Covid leaves will take a long time to heal. But it also offers us a huge opportunity for transformation, growth and the righting of a system that has only skewed further and further off course in recent decades.

And it isn’t just Covid. In any lifetime, in any business, challenges and changes will come. There will always be crises to weather. They may not be as global and radical as this one, sure, but you will still need the same tools to navigate them. The principles of the Kindness Economy are there to steer you through whatever comes, because they are there to create a better, more humane society for us all, one in which we can all be at our strongest.

We have all been fundamentally changed emotionally by the pandemic. Things will not just slip back into place and return to what they once were. We are developing new expectations and needs, new desires and priorities. And if we want to thrive in this world then we all need to embrace the kind of change that the Kindness Economy offers, interpret it within our own lives and our own businesses, and be part of a force that will transform how we all live and buy.
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We’ve Been Doing It Wrong

I need to start with a hefty dose of mea culpa. If I’m talking about the excesses of the system, the waste and bad practices, then I have to admit I was at the epicentre of all that for a long time. To be exact, I was one of the people selling you stuff you didn’t need. And I was really good at it.

In the early nineties I became the creative director of Harvey Nichols. At the time, it was the grande dame of department stores, frequented by older Knightsbridge ladies who dressed in classic fashion labels like Jean Muir and Bruce Oldfield.

But the store was slowly dying and we needed to create a new profile that would make Harvey Nichols appeal to a wider range of people. (Well, when I say people, let’s be honest, I mainly mean women, because we’re the ones who mostly drive buying decisions. We also drive the majority of purchasing decisions; an important point because the power to create change often lies in our hands.)

Back to the nineties. Fashion and accessories were key to attracting women into the store and, as the creative director, I had to envision the whole environment, the atmosphere, from its displays to the marketing, advertising, events and the publicity that would create the buzz to entice people in.

So I installed art and sculpture in the windows, launched young designer catwalk shows in-store and made Harvey Nichols synonymous with luxury fashion courtesy of a partnership with Ab Fab. The customers loved it, the brands loved it, the press loved it and I was truly living my best creative life. Harvey Nichols was a big, beautiful fantasyland where I could turn all my ideas into reality. But at the root of all that buzzy creative stuff, of course, was one thing: selling.

While my bosses bathed in the glory of the new cultural relevance I created at Harvey Nichols, what really overjoyed them was how much money we were making. Harvey Nichols became the destination department store, and one of the key aspects of this reinvention was tapping into a trend that has continued to this day: the It bag.

Before then, women had carried good-quality leather bags, if they were lucky, from M&S. But suddenly they were given access to bags, perfume and sunglasses that were an accessible entry point into the luxury brands. Accessories were burgeoning into a massive cash cow for both designers and stores.

Seeing the early signs, I knew that picking the right styles for the next season would be crucial to our bottom line. Have the right bag in-store, display and market it correctly, and people would not only come in to buy it, but also spend in other areas.

By 1995 there was no man who better summed up the new luxury than Tom Ford. As beautiful as any of the models who walked his shows, Tom Ford exuded glamour and sex appeal – and he’d infused this into the brand he was working for at the time: Gucci. Their Horsebit bags had been around for a while, but the Tom Ford sparkle dust had made them one of the season’s most desired items. One beautiful example was given an entire full window to itself, spotlit to ensure the ladies who lunched couldn’t miss it.

The bags get snapped up, the numbers go in the right direction and a few months later I am walking through the office when I hear one of the junior accounts assistants talking. Let’s call her Emma.

‘I’m so happy it’s mine,’ she says to the woman sitting opposite her.

Emma gazes lovingly at something beside her desk. I wonder if she’s looking at her firstborn in a carrycot or something. But no. Sitting beside Emma is a Gucci Horsebit bag.

That’s the moment I should have stopped, shuddered and seen the light. Emma in accounts was in her early twenties. She can’t have been on a huge salary and shouldn’t have felt the need to spend hundreds on a handbag she couldn’t afford. There were thousands of well-made leather bags that cost a fraction of the price.

But Emma didn’t want those. She wanted a piece of the Tom Ford myth, the Gucci brand, and everything that I’d done to make it desirable had encouraged her to think her life would be fulfilled by it. Instead of questioning any of this, though, I almost rubbed my hands with glee. My work was done.

So there you have it: my life as master of selling you stuff you don’t need, purveyor of myths and falsehoods around material objects, convincing you that owning them will change who you are and how you feel.

The pursuit of happiness

Let me be clear: there’s nothing wrong with luxury per se. You certainly have to pay more for better materials, quality and production techniques. But – and this is the really big but – the It bag isn’t a question of one piece that will last you years. It changes every season, and the subliminal messaging behind all the marketing says God forbid you fall behind. And this restless pursuit of the new cascades out and fuels the beast that is fast fashion. Whatever you are wearing – high end, high street, mass market – becomes gauche, or so you are led to think, six times a year.

I might have moved on, but the hamster wheel of consumerism hasn’t stopped; in fact, it is turning faster and faster. Where fashion once worked to two key seasons, there are now pre-seasons, cruise collections and many in between. Even the words we use to describe the products sound relentless: the must-have, must-buy, must-get bag/dress/coat of the moment. For the consumer, it’s about the pursuit, the thrill of the chase, then finally the catch. And, crucially, the prices have risen and risen as appetite has grown. In 2010, a Mulberry Alexa bag would cost you £695.1 Now it’s £1,095.2 The process isn’t about buying something beautiful and intrinsically valuable and built to last. It’s about having the right bag at the right time. If you accelerate the seasons, you accelerate consumption.

From a business point of view, it’s going fabulously. The system – and all its parts, from brands to shops to media – is still teaching Emma from accounts that it isn’t worth saving up to make herself financially secure and independent. Instead, she’s swallowed the idea that bunging a bag she can’t afford on to a credit card is ‘normal’.

It isn’t just fashion, either: it’s everything from the need-to-have new iPhone (that’s basically indistinguishable from the last one except this one needs a different plug and your headphones won’t work any more, so you’d better replace all the cables) to the latest Nikes. From the new kitchen to the cool furniture. The boys’ toys. The new car. Buy more, sell more. This is where your identity lies.

I didn’t see it back then, but I see it now. All of this is misguided. It is misguided because underpinning it all is one main principle: that selling more stuff to create more profit and economic growth is the only thing that matters. It’s a machine that has got bigger and bigger as consumerism has exploded in recent decades, and it’s affected us in profound ways. Where once, up until the eighties, we mostly bought what we needed – and the odd thing that brought us joy – we’re now being sold to via the idea that the coat or the bag or the car will make us feel part of the in-crowd. More than that, it’ll actually make us happy. Even the people who think they’re beyond being influenced by trends and glossy advertising are being oversold to. My mother darned, resoled shoes and repaired holes (anyone remember those massive leather elbow patches on their school jumpers?) in order to make things last. Today we all simply throw out and move on with a replacement. Each year £140 million worth of clothing goes into landfill.3

All this consumerism has been driving the economic machine and it’s wrong.

Time’s up

This central tenet of rampant consumerism has been killing our planet. It has been exploiting vast numbers of people. It has been draining the only resources we will ever have. And, in its relentless drive to make us sate our anxiety by consuming more and more, it has been killing our collective wellbeing.

What I was doing back in the nineties was commoditizing Emma herself. Once we see Emma as a person, not as a commodity, we start to realize that we’re all people, in this together. It is about empathy: had I treated Emma and those like her with more respect, she would have been more empowered to make her own decisions. We would have seen that the economy should be working for her, not just the businesses that use every trick in the book to sell to her. In the end, it is people who matter. The planet will keep going, one way or another. But we won’t be here unless we fully understand what we are doing that is harmful and put all our efforts into harnessing our power to effect change.

The good news is that finally, over the past years, businesses have been waking up. Listen to the change encapsulated in the words of the creative director of Gucci today, Alessandro Michele: ‘Our reckless actions have burned the house we live in … we incited Prometheus and buried Pan … So much outrageous greed made us lose the harmony and the care, the connection and the belonging.’4

At every scale, in every sector, from banking to car manufacturing, energy providers to retailers, there is an invigorating uprush of energy and a rising chorus of voices looking at how to do things differently. New businesses embodying hugely innovative approaches are springing up. Established businesses are making giant changes. The need to take responsibility has become a prerequisite of business – for proof, just follow the money: investors are increasingly requiring that businesses take their social and environmental responsibilities seriously. (Last year, the CEO of the world’s largest asset investor, BlackRock, said this in his letter to CEOs: ‘Awareness is rapidly changing and I believe we are on the edge of a fundamental reshaping of finance.’)5 And if businesses want to attract the best and the brightest to work for them, they know that they have to be serious about making change.

I love business. Fundamentally, I live and breathe it. What I love best about my work is making businesses work. And that is why, right now, I feel a huge excitement. I truly believe that business holds the power to make real and fundamental societal change. This wave that is coming is both top-down and bottom-up. Politicians have some power, but they are locked into five-year election cycles and short-term thinking. Businesses, on the other hand, are both intimately bound up with communities for the long haul and intimately bound into the energy surging up from the grass roots. We are here to serve people, and in turn we know that what people buy, how they buy, and who they buy from is a hugely powerful force. If businesses harness that force to make change, they can transform societies.

The pursuit of profit

There is now a mass questioning or reckoning underway that is allowing us – as business owners, as customers, as people – to look afresh at what capitalism could and should be. There is momentum gathering: a willingness to challenge the accepted norms of how our societies and economies are organized. If we are going to rebuild a better business landscape, if we as individuals are going to change our behaviour, we need to have faith that the world is transitioning away from traditional















	22 per cent of the world’s population live in poverty – 9.2 per cent in extreme poverty – while the top 1 per cent own almost half (43 per cent) of global wealth.8, 9

	Roughly 3.2 billion people worldwide are impacted by land degradation.10

	At roughly 416 parts per million, carbon dioxide levels in our atmosphere are the highest they have been in human history.11

	Even before the coronavirus pandemic struck, over 5 million people in the UK were paid less than a fair living wage – something that should be a basic entitlement.12

	Half of the world’s forests have been cleared, a deforestation that in itself contributes 12–17 per cent of annual global greenhouse gas emissions.13, 14

	1 million marine animals are killed by plastic every year, while less than 9 per cent of all the plastic produced is recycled.15

	20 per cent of the world’s population are responsible for the consumption of 80 per cent of its resources.16





‘Gradually, and then suddenly’
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