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Ethan:  John, welcome to The Brand Show.

John:  Thank you, Ethan.  It’s good to be here.

Ethan:  Well, we’re excited to talk you.  Burt’s Bees is a fascinating company with a terrific history, but I want to start with some recent acknowledgement that you received for being the number one green brand, according to ImagePower.  Kudos to you because you outrank brands such as Whole Foods, Tom’s of Maine, and Trader Joe’s.  I’m wondering if you could share with us what sets you apart?

John:  Well, we’re incredibly fortunate to have a great history and heritage, real beginnings, a great story with Burt and Roxanne, the founders of our company and what we’ve tried to do over the last 25 years is remain true to the initial values and vision that they’ve created for our brand and our business so that we’d continue to expand. We also have incredibly passionate consumers who love to tell our story and here at Burt’s Bees with other consumers, and I think it’s this infectious word of mouth that has spread the news of Burt’s Bees, and so we’ve been consistent in our practices, consistent in our brand, and consistent with our consumers, and I think just the steady – it’s a bit of The Tortoise and the Hare.  It’s the steady movement forward in a consistent fashion has been appreciated and recognized now by consumers and allowed us to capture that number one green brand positioning.

Lou:
John, I would love for you to share with our listeners the actual history of Burt’s Bees.  You talked about the 25-year journey.  If you could tell us how it all began and some of the highlights down the road that would be really great.

John:  You bet.  The company has great roots.  Is started up in Guilford, Maine with Burt, who was a real beekeeper and Roxanne, a graphic artist, and they met.  It’s an American dream story.  Roxanne was actually hitchhiking to work one day and Burt picked her up and they got to talking. He was selling honey out of the back of his truck and she drew a label for his honey jar and created Burt’s Bees Honey and before you knew it, we started selling a lot of honey and Roxanne being resourceful, and clever, and [primitive], started making other products with the beeswax, and lo and behold, candles were an early favorite, and then came the lip balm and skin creams and our hand creams.  They were unique efficacious differentiated products. Quirky in character – full of character, just like their founders, and distinctive, and consumers began to discover and love them, and love is a word you don’t hear people use often about personal care products, but Burt’s Bees is a love brand and it’s easy to fall in love with, both the character of the brand itself and the products.  We grew up quickly through Northern New England and out across the eastern states, and became a national brand about ten years after launch, and then we moved down here to North Carolina where we’ve been since 1993, growing our hive and building our brand, and we’re now in 24 countries around the world and offer over 200 products from head to toe for consumers to enjoy.

Lou:
Literally, from head to toe [laughter].

Ethan:  [Laughter] I want to fast forward from that origin story to 2006 where you shifted your business model to something you call “The Greater Good.” I’ve always found that the best brands really are based on strong and unique business models.  Can you tell us about that?

John:  You bet, and it’s less of a shift that occurred and more of an articulation, if you will.  We’ve always really run our business according to the principles of the greater good, but we are [just as excited as] the word, and basically, The Greater Good is three things.  It’s this idea that we are in business to care for consumers by creating natural products that are of the highest standard in ingredients and processing for their well-being. The second is that we are a socially responsible business that we take great care in our human relations, in our employment, fair trade, but also for animals, never testing on animals.  Then third is that we’re responsible stewards of this planet. We drive and create sustainable business practices throughout all of our business, be it through our supply chain or in how we go to market.  We take very seriously our commitment to the planet and our sustainability goals.  So it’s these three things working together in relationship with one another and in [applying] commitment with our stakeholders, be they are consumers or our customers, the community around us, industry, or government.  So it is those three elements held together and held fast by a relationship and a commitment to our wider stakeholders.  That is, [in principle], what our business model is all about and we measure performance by the triple bottom line of people, how well we’re doing in our social impact; planet, how well we’re doing against our stretching 2020 sustainability goals; or in the profitability, growing the business in a sustainable and profitable fashion.

Lou:  You have such a well-formulated approach that you’ve just explained, and a great track record with product development.  How have you influenced Clorox when they purchased you in 2007?  How has your influence over Clorox helped them with sustainability systems and product innovation with their approach?

John:  Yes, we saw a great opportunity with Clorox.  First of all, we saw an organization that had, say, a very clear vision for what it looked to become by 2013, which is Clorox’s 100th anniversary, and they were in the midst of a business transformation and strategically wanted to become a more sustainable enterprise, and were expanding the use of Brita water filters, launching the Green Works natural household cleaning line, and wanted to add Burt’s to that portfolio to create the next century of growth.  We also saw a set of core values that aligned with our own and a desire to become more sustainable, and we’ve collaborated closely with them, helped Clorox set up an Eco Office, write a set of goals, now in the midst of [writing] its first CSR report to change its policy in a number of areas about safety and sustainability, and even animal testing.  So Clorox in a very short time has made great strides.  One of the practices, kind of a fun one we took out is dumpster diving.  [Laughter] Burt’s Bees recently became the first manufacturer in the City of North Carolina to become zero waste to landfill.  [Some of the goals we set for ourselves in] 2020] and we managed to achieve in 2010, and the way we did that is we engaged every person within our organization and we set objectives and measured, and rewarded against that.  One of the ways we brought that to life was we had a culture day.  We shut down the office and everyone had a free lunch, but there was a catch.  In order to get to the free lunch, you had to walk through all of our trash, which we had sorted into three different piles, so that people could see the journey ahead and how much further we could go in terms of waste management, and that dumpster dive catalyzed the change within Burt’s Bees.  Since then – and it’s up on our website and on You Tube if people want to view that.  We’ve since done over twenty different dumpster dives across the different Clorox manufacturing plants, and have opened a number of eyes, thousands of eyes, if you will, to the opportunity and we’re excited about the impact that we’ve been able to have on the rest of the Clorox organization to that end.

Lou:
What a great story.  It’s really wonderful.

Ethan:  I love that idea.

Lou:  I know.

Ethan:  I want to ask you about something just at least in the last few years, which may have become more of a consumer priority as we kind of went through a recession and seemed to be emerging, thankfully.  How has the economy to some degree replaced environmentalism in the consumer mindset and how has that affected your business and brand?

John:  Well, I would say that obviously the economy [has been] tough and it has changed some consumer consideration, but I would not say that value has replaced values.  Instead I think value has moved up alongside values.  Yet there is a global trend of LOHAS, Lifestyles of Health and Sustainability.  Consumers who are conscious and self-aware, and aware of the environment around them, and they strive to take great care of themselves through what goes in them, what goes on them, or what goes around them, and take great care of the planet.  In that process, they make choices based on values.  Burt’s Bees has been a great values choice for those consumers.  We make terrific products and we do it in a way that aligns with the values held by those consumers, but increasingly as the economy turned down, value became a higher purchase consideration for more and more consumers.  So we had to adjust our marketing and business plan over the last few years to also address the value end of the model, and we’ve done that pretty successfully.  We’ve changed some of our merchandising and marketing techniques to make sure that we were first choice for consumers through the recession, and we’ve been rewarded pretty well for that, although our business slowed a bit in the US, we did manage to grow 15% in the fourth quarter of our fiscal year and we’ve expanded globally as well growing over 40% last year in international markets.  So we’re finding that we have to keep an eye on value, but it is the values that are going to continue to drive the growth of Burt’s Bees.

Ethan:  I’d like to talk a little bit more about conscious consumers because they are so important to your brand and the way you approach the retail environment.  How do you define conscious consumption?  Is it a journey?  Is it a phase?  Is it a lifestyle?  How has that evolved?

John:  Well, I believe conscious consumerism is a lifestyle that has evolved, that people grow into it.  We’ve found that the number of consumers who are buying natural personal care, for example, the number of households buying natural personal care has doubled in the last five years, and we expect it to double again.  It’s following a classic S curve, if you will, an adoption curve, just like other products – organic products or organic milk, if you will.  People are making better and better choices both for themselves and for the planet.  How we define it is it is choices that benefit both.  That’s the conscious consumerism.  Those consumers are more educated, more loyal and willing to pay more of a premium for products.  So, if you will, they are the ideal consumer.  So we are really well-positioned with the conscious consumer.  They are the backbone of our business and our role is to continue to help people make better lifestyle choices, better choices for their well-being everyday, and we spend a lot of time trying to educate and [invite] consumers to make those choices and to adopt that lifestyle.  As long as we are able to successfully do that, we’re going to continue to grow our brand and successfully fulfill our mission.

Lou:  I’m curious what your approach is with the conscious consumer to always be in touch with how their buying practices evolve.  You’re very in tune with them now, but how do you make sure you’re in tune with them next year and five years down the road?

John:  Burt’s Bees was built by listening and it is a practice that Roxanne practiced religiously.  So for example, when she would go into craft fairs, she was a great student of the consumer and she would watch them, look at how they shopped, and the consumers would turn over the candles and look at the bottom, and at the bottom was a signature of quality.  So in our DNA is this idea that we want to be close to the consumer, we want to listen.  Fast forward 25 years, we have a very different way of doing that today and that’s through social media.  We are in close contact with a wide number of our consumers or all around the world, from our Facebook page where we listen to them closely to our hive where we invite people to be part of a tighter community where we do online research and introduce new products to a core group of consumers.  We do an awful lot of social outreach through the new forms of media and we all listen very closely to that including wonderful testimonials of how our products can impact people’s lives, but also where we have opportunity to continue to improve and innovate, and deliver a greater consumer experience everyday.

Lou:  Very good.

Ethan:  As I understand it that listening may not just be in the North American market, you actually have a foothold in other countries and are seeing some success in places like Taiwan, for example.  I’m wondering if you could tell us a little bit about what it took to get into those markets and develop your brands there as well.

John:  Right. We actually began our international expansion about ten years ago, and we started in Canada and then the UK, and Taiwan, believe it or not, was our third market outside the US which was interesting. The way we got to Taiwan was actually we had a passionate partner. We are now in 24 countries around the world and one of our key criteria for entering markets is to think about whether or not the conscious consumer base is being developed, whether there is the opportunity for a national personal care market, and whether we can find a partner that shares our values, has a passion for our brand, and is willing to commit through the process of really building the brand the right way that’s aligned with our business model.  So it’s a patient approach that we’ve taken, but with very good success and now our international business is our fastest growing part of our business and it’s contributing nearly half the growth of the company.

Lou:  That’s amazing and I really liked your very short and simplistic criteria for entering new markets.  It’s really great to questions and you get a lot from that.

John:  You do.

Lou:  John, I just want to thank you for your time, but before you go, we were hoping that you could lend some advice for some of our brand listeners out there who are trying to shift their brand to a more sustainable business model.  It’s kind of overwhelming for some, so where should they begin?

John:  It starts with the first step, and it’s really important that people are honest with themselves and comfortable with where they are. The key here is transparency, authenticity, consistency.  Everyone has got to start somewhere and Burt’s is not perfect. We are very honest with ourselves and with anyone who is interested in learning more about us through our CSR, about our weaknesses as well as our strengths.  I believe that one of the most powerful things you can do is set a vision for what success looks like.  We wrote ours as our 2020 vision.  We put out what we call BHAGs, big hairy audacious goals, in areas of waste, and water management, and energy, and engagement, and lead certification, and 100% natural products.  We didn’t exactly know how we were going to get there when we wrote those goals, but we were committed to them, and we did a very detailed assessment of where we were, and then we started the journey one step at a time every single day, committed to it, building it into part of your core values, building it into your incentive structure, and how you measure success and remaining committed to that.  It’s amazing – well, if you look at it on a daily basis, it’s very hard to see the forward motion, but when you step back after as we’ve been doing in the past four years, you’re incredibly lifted by the progress you can make.  So my advice is start anywhere, start somewhere, set a vision, and begin the journey, and you’ll be pleased that you did because over time, those small steps will add up to giant leaps and you will have made a difference for your business, for your brand, and for the community and planet around you.

Lou:  That’s wonderful.

Ethan:  Yes. John, thank you again for sharing your vision and journey with us today.  I think we all enjoy listening about brands that we love, and I do have one last [laughter] – I’m going to trump Lou’s last question with my last question, because this is the toughest one.  When are you going to bring back Bay Rum Aftershave [laughter]?

John:  [Laughter] You can get Bay Rum Aftershave on our website.  [Laughter] Go to www.burtsbees.com.  Thanks for the opportunity to plug our [website].  [Laughter] One thing about our website, interestingly, you can find some of our heritage products there and so if you are having trouble finding any of our products, you could go there, but 10% of all purchases on our website go directly to our foundation, The Greater Good foundation.  Last year, we gave away over a quarter million dollars worth of support to charities in and around our local area as well as nationally and internationally.  So with each purchase on our website, we feel like our consumers have a chance to do some good and live our Greater Good business model.

Lou:  It’s a wonderful set-up.

John:   So thanks for the question.

Ethan:  Yes [laughter], terrific example.  John, thank you again.

John:  Thank you.

Lou:  Yes, we really appreciate the balance of business and stories.  It’s wonderful.

Ethan:  Bye.

John:  Cheers, Ethan and Lou.  Good talking with you.

Ethan:  Yes, thank you.  Bye-bye.

John:  Bye now.

