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Introduction
The task of creating a human rights sustainability plan for McCormick was one which I relished, as the topic interests me greatly. Large corporations such as McCormick have the capacity to positively impact communities dotted around the globe due to their vast and complex supply chains. However, it is this level of complexity that creates the greatest challenge for strategy implementation, and was the reason my plan focused on processes and procedures to achieve apposite standards in due diligence, risk assessment and remediation.  
I was also eager to exhort the business case for investing in a robust human rights strategy, as this is often necessary to compel companies to act. However in doing so, the driving force behind the strategy was risk mitigation for the business and a subsequent favorable outlook from ESG minded investors. Upon reflection, other stakeholders such as employees and supply chain workers were not considered in as great detail as the company, and doing so would have created greater opportunities to “do good” instead of simply “doing no harm”.    
I took the opportunity to reread my initial sustainability assessment and subsequent sustainability plan in an attempt to identify gaps, question my methodology, compare it to the strategy of peer companies and ascertain how I can develop my understanding from the experience. To achieve this, I also revisited some of my original academic sources, researched alternative viewpoints and investigated other companies’ human rights programs. 
 Upon completion of my sustainability plan, I had thought it comprehensively covered all pertinent topics and suitably engaged relevant stakeholders, however the critical reflection process has led me to believe otherwise. 
The key insights I developed were founded around three questions: does my human rights sustainability plan go far enough; would the organization buy into my plan; and would my sustainability plan propel McCormick into a leadership position?
 
Does my human rights sustainability plan go far enough?
My first assignment was to analyze McCormick’s current sustainability strategies, benchmarking them against their peers and providing recommendations for areas of improvement (Gladstone, 2020). In doing so, I identified gaps in the organization’s human rights policy – if one existed, it had not been disclosed - and this lack of transparency led to poor rankings in third party industry benchmarking initiatives. I therefore undertook the task of developing a plan for a robust human rights strategy by firstly defining a policy and then outlining the steps for developing procedures and processes to assess, analyze, mitigate and remediate human rights violations.  
My plan was founded upon the United Nation’s Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) (2011), with the implementation strategy influenced by the United Nations Global Compact’s (UNGC) “Guide for Integrating Human Rights into Business Management” (2020). I felt it was important for the organization to have a strong foundation in human rights, which was comprehensive enough to cover all direct employees as well as supply chain actors from tier one suppliers to farmers and farm workers. 
As part of the plan, I provided a summary of human rights criteria that should be considered for inclusion in the policy. These included standards relating to governance, training and monitoring, grievance mechanisms, basic human rights within the supply chain, and transparency. 
Upon reflection, with very few exceptions, the suggested criteria cover avoidance of and remedy for basic human rights violations and therefore relate to “doing no harm”. They include the prohibition of child and forced labor, health and safety and gender equality. However, upon rereading Venkatesan (2017), I observed that he refers to the UNGPs (upon which my strategy was based) as the “lowest common denominator” for human rights, and “minimal in nature and narrow in scope”. 
It occurred to me that in the same vein, my sustainability plan does not go far enough in improving social inequalities that are not covered by hard or soft laws. In developing the business case my focus had been on risk mitigation, particularly in relation to brand reputation and regulatory changes, and a potential benefit in investor engagement by improving McCormick’s performance in industry benchmarking rankings. By adopting a different lens and considering human rights through a worker or consumer perspective, I realized that the “do no harm” strategy should be the minimum for all businesses and does not form the basis of an industry-leading sustainability strategy.
This led me to consider what my expectations would be if I were a worker in McCormick’s supply chain. Of course I would want a safe and respectful workplace, free from harassment, with the knowledge I could voice my opinions or concerns without risk of retribution. These elements would be covered under the sustainability plan I had outlined. However, I would also want to earn a sufficient wage to provide my family with their basic needs including food and water, accommodation, health care, education etc. The UNGPs are very much focused on compliance with laws, which in the case of renumeration relates to a minimum wage, however I found through research that even in developed countries such as the United States, minimum wage often doesn’t even cover rent (Gibson, 2018). In fact upon further investigation I found that minimum wage laws in the U.S. do not cover some agricultural workers, including hand harvest laborers who are paid a piece rate (Fan and Pena, 2019).
My thinking led me to consider the need for a living wage for workers. The Global Living Wage Coalition defines a living wage as: “Remuneration received for a standard work week by a worker in a particular [time and] place sufficient to afford a decent standard of living include food, water, housing, education, healthcare, transport, clothing and other essential needs including provision for unexpected events.” (Global Living Wage Coalition, 2021a). For me, the most important idea here was that all workers should be able to afford “a decent standard of living”. The plan I had previously outlined did not call for proactive action in this regard and I therefore realized that it did not go far enough.
I subsequently researched what actions could be taken to develop a greater understanding of the living wage required to meet the needs of McCormick’s direct and indirect workers. One option would be to use the Anker Methodology (Global Living Wage Coalition, 2021b) for the communities in which the organization functions. Living wage calculations already exist for multiple regions from which McCormick sources raw materials including Madagascar, Vietnam and India (Global Living Wage Coalition, 2021c) and these could assist with a high-level evaluation to identify the most vulnerable workers in our supply chains.
I wondered how much progress other companies had made in implementing a living wage and my research directed me to Unilever’s Human Rights report (2020). Their strategy was clearly laid out in three phases:
1. “Setting [our] social sustainability ambition
2. Building capacity and public reporting
3. Moving from ‘do no harm’ to ‘do good” (Unilever, 2020)  
Reviewing their report confirmed my analysis that the sustainability plan I created for McCormick was limited in scope and would not project the organization into a leading industry position – it only covered phases 1 and 2 of the Unilever strategy. This understanding is essential for me to develop my future ways on working. Reviewing the policies and strategies of best-in-class companies in detail will improve my knowledge of what is required to become an industry leader.
Unilever’s target is to ensure all workers who provide goods and services directly to the company earn a living wage or income by 2030. This provides the company with a 10-year timeline to achieve the goal. In following Unilever’s example, McCormick could include proactive strategies in the design of their human rights policy. The sustainability plan I laid out was at a high enough level to allow for flexibility, and by starting from scratch with a human rights policy, these learnings could be incorporated from the beginning.
One concern I thought the company may have about adopting this way of thinking relates to the economic impact. Ensuring all workers earn a living wage would most likely increase the cost of goods for McCormick, which could lead to the organization becoming less competitive. One solution would be to include a living wage agenda within the collaborative governance approach that I laid out as the long-term strategy for McCormick (Gladstone, 2021). Organizations such as the Ethical Trading Initiative provide guidance for industry collaboration on the implementation of a living wage (Banerji, 2014). Companies can have direct influence on this issue through relationships with industry peers and suppliers, and indirect influence through lobbying, advocacy and campaigning. I realized that I had limited the scope for collaboration in my project plan, that it could extend beyond governance issues to proactive measures that ensure a decent standard of living for workers. My understanding of the potential in these collaborations has been expanded through these additional insights.  
A final discovery during my reflective analysis of this topic was a piece of research into the marketing benefits of companies promoting a living wage (Medina et al, 2020). The study provides a comparative analysis on consumer response to living wage and fair trade claims. The most significant finding was that while fair trade claims had a positive response from consumers who value corporate social responsibility initiatives, living wage claims also had a positive response from those which did not. Communicating on living wage appeals to a broader consumer sector, and therefore growth potential could offset the increased costs for the company. Once again, looking at the human rights challenge through the lens of a different stakeholder, in this case the consumer, provided me with an alternative perspective on opportunities that exist to benefit both the company and workers.

Would the organization buy into my plan?
My initial report on sustainability at McCormick highlighted three areas that presented an opportunity for improvement: employee engagement, responsible sourcing and water (Gladstone, 2020). The subsequent sustainability plan (Gladstone, 2021) focused on the area of responsible sourcing, widening the scope by outlining the roadmap to creating a comprehensive human rights strategy across all areas of the business, including procurement.
One of my aims in designing the framework was to create buy-in across the organization and with relevant stakeholders by involving them in policy, process and procedure development. However, this was likely to include only one or two representatives from each internal function team and external stakeholder group. I had assumed a wider acceptance of the human rights policy through the roll-out of a communication and training program, both internally and externally. My plan was flexible regarding how this training and communication was accomplished and many resources are available to assist in this process including from the United Nations Global Compact (2016), the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (2019a), and the United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner (2019).
As I was reviewing my original analysis of McCormick’s sustainability strategy, I decided to revisit the sources I cited in relation to employee engagement. The article by Polman and Bhattacharya (2016) highlights the common lack of personal involvement by employees in sustainability related topics. This caused me to consider whether human rights training might just be considered another tick-the-box exercise by employees rather than the impactful shift in mindset and company culture that integrates human rights into everyday business activities. 
By investigating further, it became clear to me that the approach taken to implementing these programs can significantly impact their success. One survey of over 10,000 employees across six large companies investigated the best delivery method of an ethics and legal compliance program (Trevino et al, 1999), finding that a values-based cultural approach is the most effective. This requires a cascaded training plan, requiring managers to model the required behaviour, and for leaders to train managers and so on down the chain of command (Ershaghi Hames, 2013). It occurred to me that my sustainability plan should have clearly laid out the role of senior management and leaders at all levels in delivering training, empowering them with the tools and resources required to drive dialogue and embed human rights based decision making into daily work. This was a miss on my part and a significant learning for me, as previously I had given the method of delivery little thought and assumed it fell under the remit of only the training department.
This forced me to consider how to integrate suppliers into a values-based approach to training. Given the complexity of McCormick’s supply chain it would not be feasible for the employees who manage supplier relationships to deliver training to all first-tier supplier management teams. However, by prioritizing high-risk suppliers or those of greatest commercial value to the company, it may be possible for human rights training to be directly cascaded and performed by McCormick employees at supplier facilities. For all other suppliers a toolkit could be developed emphasizing the need for a values-based approach to employee training.
This line of investigation taught me the value of recommending not just objectives that need to be accomplished but also the ways in which they should be addressed in my sustainability plan.
A second idea occurred to me as I was rereading Polman and Bhattacharya’s article (2016) which, in a similar vein to the living wage challenge discussed earlier in this essay, involves moving past due diligence and taking proactive steps in the field of human rights. One of the eight ways they list to engage employees is to “cocreate sustainable practices with employees”. I considered what was covered in my sustainability plan – a human rights policy complying with international standards, risk assessments, due diligence, monitoring and remediation – they all dealt with potential human rights violations and provide all McCormick employees and supply chain workers with a direct method of communicating issues. This led me to a moment of revelation – instead of just providing them with a platform to communicate problems, why can’t the organization also provide a platform for communicating ideas and opportunities? One of McCormick’s guiding principles is “Driven to Innovate” (McCormick & Co., 2021), and who better to provide innovative solutions to human rights challenges than those experiencing them first-hand.
Once again, the most important idea was to consider challenges and opportunities through the eyes of another stakeholder, not just those of the organization. This understanding will be hugely beneficial for me in developing future sustainability plans that engage all stakeholders.      


Would my sustainability plan propel McCormick into a leadership position?
The final question I asked myself as I reflected on my human rights sustainability plan was whether implementation would result in McCormick becoming a leader in this space. While not explicitly written into the plan, my thought had been that by engaging in long-term collaboration, as suggested on pages 6 – 7 of my sustainability plan (Gladstone, 2021), McCormick could lead the industry’s human rights agenda. 
This belief has altered as I’ve engaged in additional research and identified gaps in the plan, including in relation to living wage, as outlined earlier. Unilever’s program is much more established and other organizations such as Mars Incorporated are proactively seeking solutions to ensure everyone in their agricultural supply chains has the opportunity for a decent standard of living (Farmer Income Lab, 2021a). Mars founded the Farmers Income Lab, a “collaborative think-do-tank” to facilitate stakeholder dialogue and identify solutions and actions to transform behaviour and increase the income of smallholder farmers (Farmer Income Lab, 2021b). The advisory council includes Nestle, a direct competitor of Mars, as well as the weight of global brands Anheuser-Busch InBev and Danone.
With it becoming clear to me that pre-competitive collaborations were already well established in the food and beverage industry, I decided to conduct an online search with the terms “company”, “leader” and “human rights”. The top listing was a webpage on the World Business Council for Sustainable Development’s site entitled “Over 30 CEOs call for business action on human rights” (WBCSD, 2019b). To summarize, a consortium of top business executives launched the “CEO Guide to Human Rights” in June 2019. Upon reviewing the document, I noticed that it was somewhat aligned with my plan. Action points had been listed under four main areas.
“KNOW the most important human rights for your company.
· Identify risks to people and assess their relative severity
· Keep track of emerging hot topics
· Be prepared to communicate” (WBCSD, 2019c)
Assessment, review and communication were covered under the work plan section (pages 12 – 14) of my sustainability plan (Gladstone, 2021).
“LEAD from the top
· Send a clear and unequivocal human rights message to staff
· Empower staff to set clear expectations
· Provide the performance objectives, incentives and resources” (WBCSD, 2019c)
Performance objectives were clearly stated in my plan, however the leadership element was not stated strongly enough. A suggestion is made on page 4 that C-suite targets and/or incentives should be set (Gladstone, 2021), however the plan did not explicitly include leadership in the communication of the strategy. My discussion earlier in this essay on organizational buy-in makes it clear that embedding cultural change in an organization requires all levels of management to engage in dialogue with their direct reports and therefore moving forward this will form a more explicit objective in my future sustainability plans.
 “ENGAGE transparently with stakeholders
· Demonstrate that your company values its relationships with people and society
· Listen directly to stakeholders whom your business can impact
· Share your human rights message with stakeholders” (WBCSD, 2019c)
Consultation and communication with external stakeholders was included in my project plan, however my thinking has now evolved to including stakeholders as cocreators. I now understand that taking this approach could lead to innovative problem solving, particularly in relation to proactive actions rather than simply reactive ones. 
“COLLABORATE beyond your comfort zone
· Engage other CEOs
· Establish dialogue and partnerships with stakeholders
· Incentivize your team” (WBCSD, 2019c)
Again, collaboration formed the basis of my long-term human rights strategy, however it clearly did not go far enough. I realize that collaboration shouldn’t just be used as a tool to govern, but also as a tool for innovation and to transform the lives of actors in our global supply chains.
This investigation has led me to the conclusion that my human rights sustainability strategy would not result in McCormick becoming an industry leader, and would merely enable the company to reach parity with its peers. The CEOs who signed the guide included McCormick’s direct competitors (Olam International, Symrise, Firmenich), current and potential McCormick customers and at least one McCormick supplier. It was released in June 2019. This means that McCormick is trailing even further behind its peers than I had originally thought. I believe that by implementation my sustainability plan, with updates based on my new thinking, it could take the organization up to ten years to reach parity with its peers and will require significantly more time, resources, collaboration and innovative thinking to become a leader in this area. 

Conclusion
A critical reflection is defined as “an activity during which we challenge the validity and appropriateness of our assumptions and beliefs within our present context” (IGI Global, 2021). My prior assumptions had been that my human rights sustainability plan had a broad enough scope to have significant impact, would be widely accepted within the organization, and would propel McCormick into an industry-leading position. I have significantly altered this view and developed my understanding of how I should approach the creation of sustainability plans in the future in the following ways:
1. When considering the objectives of a sustainability plan it’s important to take the time to consider the issue from the point of view of all relevant stakeholders, and where appropriate involve them in cocreation. This should happen at the very start of the process and continue for the duration.
2. Don’t limit thinking to a problem that needs to be solved – also consider opportunities that move beyond the “lowest common denominator”
3. In addition to considering what should be achieved, it is also vital to consider how it should be achieved, particularly when it requires buy-in from others to be successful
4. It is important to research the strategy of industry leaders – much can be learnt from both their successes and failures
This newly acquired knowledge will enable me to lead McCormick’s sustainability strategy into new territory, where we can strive to differentiate the company through innovative, forward-think programs that drive shared value and inspire others within the industry to do the same. 
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