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Business must back the shift away from consumer culture
For years, Hong Kong has debated the idea of requiring listed companies to report their financial results on a quarterly rather than half-yearly basis. The argument is that this would improve transparency. However, there are fears that it could encourage a short-term business mentality and ultimately excessive consumerism.

Shareholders pressure company managements to keep reporting bigger sales and higher profits. Executives who want to keep their jobs think up new ways to satisfy them. Typically, in consumer industries, they focus on getting more products onto the market, and convincing us to buy them.

Most of us play along. In my case, it's gadgets: I've lost count of how many Blackberries and iPhones I have bought to keep up with the latest features. For decades, every major carmaker has produced similar, frequently revised models. Look at all the types of toothpaste in your local supermarket: we are bombarded with an unnecessary choice of overlapping products.

From a commercial point of view, it is becoming counterproductive. US household products giant Proctor & Gamble recently announced that it will cut up to 100 makes of soap powder, shampoo, shaving products and other items from its range. The company's management decided that consumers have more choice than they want.

It is also a serious waste of resources.

One of the first household goods companies to start cutting overlapping products was Europe's Unilever. The chief executive, Paul Polman, has a reputation for asking big questions about capitalism, consumption and the role of companies in the world.

Even before the financial crisis, there were doubts about the corporate focus on short-term profits regardless of the impact on jobs and communities. The crisis showed the additional dangers of debt. It also helped to highlight an almost absurd consumer culture.

These things are linked, and one thing they certainly have in common it is that they are not sustainable. Looking at over-use of natural resources and the growing concentration of wealth, Polman and other business leaders have decided that they need to be part of the solution.

Polman has ended many aspects of quarterly financial reporting at Unilever. This has reduced executives' incentive to make business decisions simply to please shareholders. This has upset speculative stock traders. Indeed, the share price fell. But Polman's reaction has been to focus on investors with long-term aims, like pension funds, and not try to please the rest.

Perhaps we are at a turning point. In the West, "downshifting" away from consumerism is a fashionable lifestyle. In Hong Kong, some of the post-80s generation are proud of recycling household items and rejecting status symbols. Maybe mainland consumers are starting to question the value of heavily advertised glamorous brands. Beijing's clampdown on officials' gift-giving is obviously one reason for the recent downturn in luxury goods sales in Hong Kong. But I wonder if part of the decline comes down to a simple question: how many shiny watches does anyone really want?

That may sound trivial, but it is serious. Pointless consumption threatens the planet. As Polman points out, there are still people in the world going to bed hungry every night. The financial crisis, global climate change and political tensions in the world should all send a message to the business community. Excesses and imbalances cannot continue, and business leaders must play a part in addressing them - and obviously, it goes a lot further than quarterly reporting.

I just hope that shareholders agree, and that Polman keeps his job.
