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2017 2016 Change %

Billings1 £55,563m £55,245m +0.6

Revenue £15,265m £14,389m +6.1

Revenue less pass-through costs1,2 £13,140m £12,398m +6.0

Headline EBITDA3 £2,534m £2,420m +4.7

Headline operating profit3 £2,154m £2,095m +2.8

Reported operating profit £1,908m £2,063m -7.5

Headline PBIT3 £2,267m £2,160m +4.9

Revenue less pass-through costs margin3 17.3% 17.4% -0.1*

Reported PBIT £2,022m £2,113m -4.3

Headline PBT3 £2,093m £1,986m +5.4

Reported PBT £2,109m £1,891m +11.6

Headline earnings3 £1,537m £1,468m +4.7

Reported earnings £1,817m £1,400m +29.7

Headline diluted earnings per share3,4 120.4p 113.2p +6.4

Reported diluted earnings per share4 142.4p 108.0p +31.9

Ordinary dividend per share 60.0p 56.6p +6.0

Ordinary dividend per ADR5 $3.87 $3.83 +1.0

Net debt at year-end £4,483m £4,131m +8.5

Average net debt6 £5,143m £4,340m +18.5

Ordinary share price at year-end 1,341.0p 1,816.0p -26.2

ADR price at year-end $90.56 $110.66 -18.2

Market capitalisation at year-end £17,030m £23,260m -26.8

At 24 April 2018

Ordinary share price 1,116.5p
ADR price $77.68
Market capitalisation £14,136m
The financial statements have been prepared under International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS).
1 Billings and revenue less pass-through costs are defined on pages 171 and 172.
2  The Group has changed the description of ‘net sales’ to ‘revenue less pass-through costs’ based on the upcoming adoption  

of new accounting standards and recently issued regulatory guidance and observations. There has been no change in the  
way that this measure is calculated.

3  The calculation of ‘headline’ measurements of performance (including headline EBITDA, headline operating profit, headline PBIT, 
revenue less pass-through costs margin, headline PBT and headline earnings) is set out in note 31 of the financial statements.

4  Earnings per share is calculated in note 9 of the financial statements.
5  One American Depositary Receipt (ADR) represents five ordinary shares. These figures have been translated for convenience 

purposes only using the Consolidated income statement exchange rates shown on page 122. This conversion should not be 
construed as a representation that the pound sterling amounts actually represent, or could be converted into, US dollars at  
the rates indicated.

6 Average net debt is defined on page 171.
* Margin points.
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Reported revenue was up 6.1% at £15,265 million.  
On a constant currency basis, revenue was up 1.6%  
and, on a like-for-like basis, revenue was down 0.3%.

Reported revenue less pass-through costs was up 6.0%  
at £13,140 million. On a constant currency basis, revenue 
less pass-through costs was up 1.4% and, on a like-for-like 
basis, revenue less pass-through costs was down 0.9%.

Headline EBITDA (headline earnings before interest, 
taxation, depreciation and amortisation) rose by 4.7% 
(1.2% in constant currencies).

Headline PBIT was up 4.9% to £2,267 million. Revenue 
less pass-through costs margin was down 0.1 margin  
points (flat on a like-for-like basis) but still an industry-
leading 17.3%.

Headline diluted earnings per share were up 6.4% to 
120.4p. Dividends were up 6.0% to 60.0p per share,  
giving a payout ratio of 50%, in line with target.

Financial summary

Return on equity was up significantly at 16.9% in 2017, 
versus a weighted average cost of capital of 6.3% in 2017,  
down from 2016.

1  Previously referred to as net sales.
2  The calculation of ‘headline’ measurements of performance (including headline EBITDA, headline PBIT, revenue less pass-through costs margin and headline earnings)  

is shown in note 31 of the financial statements. 
3  Return on equity is headline diluted earnings per share divided by equity share owners’ funds per share.
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Average net debt was up at £5,143 million in 2017. The 
average net debt to headline EBITDA ratio at 2.0 times is  
at the top end of the Group’s target range of 1.5-2.0 times.

In 2017, 30% of the Group’s revenue came from Asia 
Pacific, Latin America, Africa & the Middle East and  
Central & Eastern Europe.

In 2017, we reduced our carbon footprint per £million 
revenue by 13%, and by 67% compared with 2006.

The weighted average maturity of the Group’s bonds is  
9.5 years, with a weighted average interest rate of 3.0%.

Advertising and Media Investment Management was the 
strongest performing sector overall, with constant currency 
revenue up 5.1% in 2017.

The value of our social investment (pro bono work and 
charitable donations) increased by 5%, and was the 
equivalent of 1.0% of our reported profit before tax.

1  The calculation of headline EBITDA is set out in note 31 of the financial statements.
2  Includes corporate bonds and bank loans payable at par value, excluding any redemption premium due, by due date.
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A
t WPP’s Preliminary Results announcement on  
1 March 2018, following a disappointing year in 
terms of financial performance, the executive team 
outlined an acceleration of the Company’s strategy.

Like-for-like growth and operating margins were flat  
in 2017, and operating profits were flat or up marginally  
– reflecting pressure on marketing budgets and the  
impact of structural changes in the market, especially 
technological disruption.

The accelerated strategy focused on the following areas:

 • First, strengthening client coordination across the 
Group. This includes handing greater responsibility  
and authority to the leaders of our 51 Global Client 
Teams, who account for a third of our revenue and 
oversee client relationships across WPP.

 • Second, boosting the roles of our Country and Regional 
Managers, to ensure our offer is fully integrated at  
a national and regional level. Recent Country and 
Regional Manager appointments include Karen Blackett 
OBE in the UK, Mathieu Morgenzstern in France and  
Sergio Amado in Brazil.

 • Third, developing key capabilities into cross-Group 
offers, covering digital transformation, digital 
marketing, digital production and shopper marketing. 
We recently announced, for example, that Hogarth,  
the world’s leading production services company, which 
is now wholly owned by WPP, will become our global 
production management platform. This is an area in 
which, by consolidating all our production capabilities 
under one banner, we can offer significant benefits  
to our clients and our own companies.

 • Fourth, introducing further sharing of functions, 
systems and platforms across the Group, spanning IT, 
talent, finance, procurement and property to deliver 
greater efficiency for WPP and clients.

 • And, finally, revising senior executives’ incentives  
across our companies to align them more closely  
with Group performance.

Following the departure of Sir Martin Sorrell from  
the Company, the Board has appointed Mark Read  
and Andrew Scott as joint Chief Operating Officers – 
reporting to and supported by Roberto Quarta, who 
assumes the role of Executive Chairman until the 
appointment of a new Group Chief Executive.

In addition to running the business on a day-to-day 
basis, Mark and Andrew, together with Group Finance 
Director Paul Richardson, are empowered by the Board to 
take forward the Company’s strategy, with a mandate to 
act decisively and to bring their own perspective to the task.  

  WPP will get even closer to  
our clients to better understand 
and meet their needs and  
to help them grow in a world  
of disruption 

At the time of writing it is too early to provide full 
details of the future strategy. Its principles, though, are that 
WPP will get even closer to our clients to better understand 
and meet their needs and to help them grow in a world of 
disruption; we will get closer to technology partners like 
Adobe, Facebook, Google, Microsoft and others; we will 
ensure our structure and offer make it as simple as possible 
for clients to access our services across the Group; and  
we will put data, technology and creativity at the heart  
of what we do.

We will make details of the plan public as appropriate 
during the course of the year.

Although your Company has faced challenges in recent 
months, we begin this new phase from a position of market 
leadership and with total confidence in the enduring value 
of what we offer to clients. 

WPP remains well positioned to capitalise on the 
opportunities ahead, to the benefit of all our stakeholders.

Financial performance

 • Reported billings were £55.6 billion, up 0.6% and  
down almost 4% in constant currencies. 

 • Revenue was up over 6% to £15.3 billion and up well 
over 1% in constant currencies compared with last year, 
the difference to the reportable number reflecting the 
weakness of the pound sterling against most currencies, 
particularly in the first half of the year.

 • Revenue less pass-through costs was up 6% and well 
over 1% in constant currencies.

Dear share owner

Strategic report to share owners*
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2017 revenue growth £bn
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2017FXAcquisitionsLike-for-like

 • Headline PBIT was up almost 5% to £2.267 billion  
and up well over 1% in constant currencies, again 
reflecting currency tailwinds in the full year.

 • Revenue less pass-through costs margin was down 0.1 
margin points, but still at a leading industry margin of 
17.3% and flat in constant currency and like-for-like, in 
line with the revised target guidance after quarter three. 

 • Reported profit before interest and tax was down over 
4% to £2.022 billion from £2.113 billion, down over 
7% in constant currencies. 

 • Reported profit after tax rose by over 27% (almost  
23% in constant currencies) to £1.912 billion.

 • Headline EBITDA increased by almost 5% to  
£2.534 billion, up over 1% in constant currencies.

 • Headline profit before tax was up over 5% to  
£2.093 billion and reported profit before tax was  
up almost 12% to £2.109 billion. 

 • Diluted headline earnings per share rose by over 6%  
to 120.4p (an all-time high) and diluted reported 
earnings per share were up almost 32% to 142.4p.

 • Return on equity was up significantly to 16.9% in  
2017 compared with 16.2% in 2016, versus a lower 
weighted average cost of capital of 6.3% in 2017 
compared with 6.4% in 2016. 

 • Dividends increased by 6% to 60.0p, a new high. This 
represents a dividend payout ratio of 50% of headline 
diluted earnings per share in 2017, the same as 2016 and 
in line with the targeted dividend payout ratio of 50%.

 • Free cash flow amounted to well over £1.5 billion in 
2017. This free cash flow was absorbed by £0.2 billion  
of net cash acquisition payments and investments,  
£0.5 billion of share buy-backs and £0.8 billion of 
dividends, a total outflow of £1.5 billion. This resulted 
in a net cash inflow of £55 million, before any changes 
in working capital. 

 • Average net debt was £5.1 billion in 2017, compared  
to £4.6 billion in 2016, at 2017 exchange rates, and  
net debt at 31 December 2017 was £4.5 billion, against 
£4.1 billion at 31 December 2016, primarily reflecting 
the movement in working capital and provisions of  
£532 million. This trend has continued in the first two 
months of 2018, with average net debt of £4.6 billion 
against £4.2 billion for the same period in 2017,  
at 2018 exchange rates. 

 • Average net debt to headline EBITDA ratio was at  
2.0 times, at the top-end of the Group’s target range  
of 1.5-2.0 times. Our long-term debt is currently rated 
Baa2 and BBB and our short-term debt P2 and A2,  
by Moody’s and Standard & Poor’s respectively. 

 • Equity market capitalisation at the time of writing of 
approximately £14.1 billion, meaning the total enterprise 
value of your Company is approximately £19.5 billion,  
a multiple of 7.7 times 2017 headline EBITDA.

Revenue growth impacted by  
currency tailwinds 
Our reported revenue growth for the year was 6.1%, and 
on a constant currency basis, which excludes the impact of 
currency movements, revenue was up 1.6%. This difference 
of 4.5% reflects the weakness of the pound sterling against 
most currencies, particularly in the first half of the year, 
with some strengthening in the second half. 

On a like-for-like basis, which excludes the impact of 
currency and acquisitions, revenue was down 0.3%, with 
revenue less pass-through costs down 0.9%. In the fourth 
quarter, like-for-like revenue was up 1.2%, the strongest 
quarter of the year. Like-for-like revenue less pass-through 
costs growth was weaker than revenue growth, down  
1.3% in the fourth quarter. 

As outlined in previous years, due to the increasing  
scale of digital media purchases within the Group’s Media 
Investment Management businesses and of data collection 
costs in Data Investment Management, revenue less 
pass-through costs are, in our view, a helpful reflection  
of top-line growth. As a result of changes in reporting 
standards effective 1 January 2018, in relation to revenue 
recognition, standardised reporting of revenue less pass-
through costs will probably become more common in  
our industry. 

*  This strategic report to share owners should be read in conjunction with pages 
81-111. The Group’s KPIs are set out on page 32 and discussed in further detail  
in this report.

This strategic report includes figures and ratios that are not readily available from 
the financial statements. Management believes that these non-GAAP measures, 
including constant currency and like-for-like growth, and headline profit measures, 
are both useful and necessary to better understand the Group’s results. Where 
required, details of how these have been arrived at are shown in the notes of the 
financial statements.
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1 See definition on page 171. 
2  The calculation of revenue less pass-through costs margin is set out in note 31  

of the financial statements.
3 Percentage change at constant currency exchange rates.
4  Like-for-like growth at constant currency exchange rates and excluding the  

effects of acquisitions and disposals.

Revenue growth in all regions
Constant currency revenue grew in all regions, led  
by strong growth in the UK and growth in Western 
Continental Europe and Asia Pacific, Latin America,  
Africa & Middle East and Central & Eastern Europe. 
Constant currency revenue less pass-through costs grew in 
all regions, except North America, with especially strong 
growth in the UK. North America and the UK performed 
well in the fourth quarter, both recording their strongest 
quarterly growth of the year, with Western Continental 
Europe and Latin America weaker. Asia Pacific improved 
over the first and third quarter, with Africa & Middle East 
down similar to the first nine months.

North America

2017 
£m

% change

Reported
Constant
currency3 Like-for-like4

Revenue 5,547 5.0% 0.3% -2.3%

Revenue less-pass 
through costs 4,799 4.2% -0.4% -3.2%

Constant currency revenue was up over 4% in the final 
quarter and like-for-like up well over 1%, the strongest 
quarter of the year, reflecting strong growth in Media 
Investment Management, Brand Consulting and parts  
of the Group’s direct, digital and interactive operations, 
including ecommerce and shopper marketing. On a  
full-year basis, constant currency revenue was up 0.3%, 
with like-for-like down just over 2%. Constant currency 
revenue less pass-through costs showed a similar pattern.

UK

2017 
£m

% change

Reported
Constant 
currency Like-for-like 

Revenue 1,986 6.4% 6.4% 4.9%

Revenue less-pass 
through costs 1,684 6.0% 6.0% 4.8%

Constant currency revenue was up over 11% in the final 
quarter and like-for-like up well over 8%, the strongest 
quarter of the year. Media Investment Management, direct, 
digital and interactive and Public Relations & Public 
Affairs were particularly strong with Data Investment 
Management, Health & Wellness and the Group’s 

Geographic performance
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2017 revenue by geography versus peers $bn

WPP1 Dentsu6IPG1,4Publicis1,2,3Omnicom1,3

Rest of World5

Western Europe
(including UK)

North America

2017 revenue by geography % 

North America 36

UK 13

Western Continental Europe 21

Asia Pacific, Latin America, 
Africa & Middle East and 
Central & Eastern Europe 30

1  Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines,  
South Korea, Turkey and Vietnam (the Group has no operations in Iran).

2 Colombia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey and South Africa.
3 Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea and Turkey.

1  WPP: reportable US$s per WPP results. Omnicom, IPG and Publicis: company 
presentations for 2017 with assumed non-Euro countries in Europe are 3% of revenue.

2 FX. Publicis assumes $1 = €0.9232 based on the average exchange rates for 2017.
3 Omnicom and Publicis Central & Eastern Europe based on analyst estimates.
4 IPG assumes Canada is 1.5% of revenue.
5  Rest of World: Asia Pacific, Latin America, Africa & Middle East and Central  

& Eastern Europe.
6  Dentsu based on disclosed pro-forma group revenue splits against 2017 actual 

reported revenue.

Specialist Communications businesses also up. On a 
full-year basis, constant currency revenue was up strongly 
at well over 6%, with like-for-like up almost 5%, with the 
second half significantly stronger than the first half, driven 
by new business wins in the Group’s direct, digital and 
interactive businesses. Full-year revenue less pass-through 
costs were up 6% in constant currency, with like-for-like  
up almost 5%.

Western Continental Europe

2017 
£m

% change

Reported
Constant 
currency Like-for-like 

Revenue 3,160 7.4% 1.6% -0.3%

Revenue less-pass  
through costs 2,616 7.9% 1.9% 0.0%

Constant currency revenue was up well over 1% in the final 
quarter, partly the result of acquisitions, with like-for-like 
revenue down over 1%, reflecting volatility in political and 
macro-economic conditions. Revenue less pass-through 
costs followed a similar pattern, up almost 2% in constant 
currency, but down 0.8% like-for-like. For the year, 
Western Continental Europe constant currency revenue 
grew well over 1% with like-for-like down 0.3%. Revenue 
less pass-through costs growth was slightly stronger,  
up almost 2% in constant currency and flat like-for-like. 
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Netherlands and 
Turkey showed growth in the final quarter, but Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, Italy and Switzerland were tougher.

Asia Pacific, Latin America, Africa & Middle East 
and Central & Eastern Europe

2017 
£m

% change

Reported
Constant
currency Like-for-like

Revenue 4,572 6.4% 1.1% 0.0%

Revenue less-pass  
through costs 4,041 6.9% 1.6% -0.8%

On a constant currency basis, revenue was down 1% in  
the fourth quarter and down 0.1% like-for-like, largely  
as a result of stronger comparatives in the fourth quarter  
of 2016, when constant currency revenue was up almost 
12% and like-for-like revenue up almost 4%, the strongest 
quarter of the year. In the fourth quarter, Latin America, 

despite almost 4% growth, was weaker than the first  
nine months with Central & Eastern Europe also tougher.  
The Next 111 and CIVETS2 grew in the fourth quarter, 
with the MIST3 more difficult. Constant currency revenue 
less pass-through costs growth in the region was similar to 
revenue growth, with like-for-like revenue less pass-through 
costs growth for the region, as a whole, down 0.8%.

In 2017, 30% of the Group’s revenue came from Asia 
Pacific, Latin America, Africa & the Middle East and 
Central & Eastern Europe, up marginally from 2016.  
With revenue less pass-through costs, the increase was 
slightly more, up to almost 31% in 2017.
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Advertising and Media Investment Management 

2017 
£m

% change

Reported
Constant
currency3 Like-for-like4 

Revenue 7,180 9.7% 5.1% -0.1%

Revenue less  
pass-through costs 5,852 8.1% 3.6% -2.3%

This was the strongest performing sector overall, with 
constant currency revenue up over 5% in 2017, up well over 
5% in quarter four. On a like-for-like basis, revenue was  
up almost 2% in quarter four but down 0.1% for the year. 
Media Investment Management showed strong like-for-like 
revenue growth in all regions except Western Continental 
Europe and the Middle East in quarter four, with particularly 
strong growth in North America, the UK, Asia Pacific  
and Latin America. The Group’s Advertising businesses 
remained difficult, particularly in North America.

The strong revenue and revenue less pass-through costs 
growth across most of the Group’s Media Investment 
Management businesses, offset by slower growth in the 
Group’s Advertising businesses in most regions, resulted in the 
combined reported operating margin of this sector flat with 
last year at 19.0%, up 0.2 margin points in constant currency.

In 2017, J. Walter Thompson, Ogilvy, Y&R and  
Grey generated net new business billings of $1.4 billion.  
In the same year, GroupM, the Group’s Media Investment 
Management company, which includes Mindshare, 
Wavemaker (the new agency formed by the merger of  
MEC and Maxus), MediaCom, Essence, Xaxis and  
[m]PLATFORM, together with tenthavenue, generated net 
new business billings of $3.4 billion. The Group totalled 
$6.3 billion in net new business billings (2016: $6.8 billion).

Data Investment Management

2017
£m

% change

Reported
Constant 
currency Like-for-like

Revenue 2,691 1.1% -3.6% -2.9%

Revenue less 
pass-through costs 2,052 2.9% -1.9% -1.3%

On a like-for-like basis, Data Investment Management 
revenue was down almost 1% in the fourth quarter, a 
significant improvement over the first nine months, with 
growth in the UK, Latin America and Africa. On a full-year 
basis, constant currency revenue was down well over 3%, 
down almost 3% like-for-like, with revenue less pass-through 
costs, down almost 2% in constant currency and down 

1 See definition on page 171.
2  The calculation of revenue less pass-through costs margin is set out in note 31  

of the financial statements.
3 Percentage change at constant currency exchange rates.
4  Like-for-like growth at constant currency exchange rates and excluding the  

effects of acquisitions and disposals.

Sector performance
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2017 revenue by sector % 

 Advertising and Media  
 Investment Management 47

 Data Investment Management 17

 Public Relations & Public A�airs 8

 Brand Consulting, 
 Health & Wellness and 
 Specialist Communications 28

0

5

10

15

20

2017 revenue by sector versus peers $bn

WPP

19.7

15.3

10.9

7.9 7.9

DentsuIPGPublicisOmnicom
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Media

over 1% like-for-like. Geographically, revenue less  
pass-through costs was up strongly in the UK and Latin 
America, with North America and Asia Pacific particularly 
difficult. Kantar Worldpanel and Lightspeed showed strong 
like-for-like revenue less pass-through costs growth, with 
Kantar Insights, Kantar Health and Kantar Public less 
robust. Reported operating margins were down 0.5 margin 
points (the same as the first half) to 17.1% and down  
0.4 margin points in constant currency.

Public Relations & Public Affairs

2017
£m

% change

Reported
Constant 
currency Like-for-like 

Revenue 1,172 6.4% 1.7% 0.7%

Revenue less  
pass-through costs 1,141 5.8% 1.0% 0.2%

In constant currencies, the Group’s Public Relations & 
Public Affairs businesses were weaker in the second half  
of the year with constant currency revenue down almost 
1% in the third and fourth quarter. The UK and the  
Middle East grew strongly in the fourth quarter offset  
by weaker conditions in North America and Continental 
Europe. Full-year revenue grew almost 2% in constant 
currency and 0.7% like-for-like. Cohn & Wolfe and the 
Group’s specialist Public Relations & Public Affairs 
businesses Glover Park Group, Ogilvy Government 
Relations and Buchanan performed particularly well. 
Overall operating margins fell 0.6 margin points to  
16.1% and by 0.4 margin points in constant currency,  
as parts of the Group’s North American businesses  
slowed in the second half.

Brand Consulting, Health & Wellness and 
Specialist Communications

2017
£m

% change

Reported
Constant
currency Like-for-like

Revenue 4,222 3.5% -0.9% 0.8%

Revenue less 
pass-through costs 4,095 4.7% 0.3% 1.0%

Brand Consulting, Health & Wellness and Specialist 
Communications (including direct, digital and interactive)  
was the strongest-performing sector in the fourth quarter 
on a like-for-like basis, up 2%, driven by solid growth in 
Brand Consulting and Specialist Communications. 

The Group’s direct, digital and interactive businesses, 
especially VML, Wunderman and Hogarth performed well. 
Operating margins, for the sector as a whole, were down 
slightly by 0.1 margin points to 15.3% and flat in constant 
currency, with operating margins negatively affected as  
parts of the Group’s direct, digital and interactive, Brand 
Consulting and Health & Wellness businesses in North 
America slowed.

Direct, digital and interactive 
In 2017, 41.7% of the Group’s revenue came from direct, 
digital and interactive, up 2.8 percentage points from the 
previous year, with like-for-like revenue growth of well  
over 2% in 2017.

1 Digital revenue based on Exane BNP Paribas estimates.
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Margins maintained
Revenue less pass-through costs margin was down 0.1 
margin points to 17.3%, flat in constant currency and 
like-for-like, in line with the Group’s full-year revised 
margin target. The revenue less pass-through costs margin 
of an industry-leading 17.3% is after charging £40 million 
of severance costs, compared with £34 million in 2016 and 
£324 million of incentive payments, versus £367 million  
in 2016. 

Group revenue is more weighted to the second half of the 
year across all regions and sectors, and, particularly, in the 
faster-growing markets of Asia Pacific and Latin America. 
As a result, the Group’s profitability and margin continue 
to be skewed to the second half of the year, with the Group 
earning approximately one-third of its profits in the first 
half and two-thirds in the second half. 

Headline operating costs rose by 6.6%, rose by 1.8% in 
constant currency, but down 0.6% like-for-like. Reported 
staff costs, excluding incentives, increased by 7.8%, up 
2.8% in constant currency. Incentive payments of £324 
million were 13.1% of headline operating profit before 
incentives and income from associates, compared with 
£367 million or 14.9% in 2016. Achievement of target,  
at an individual Company level, generally generates 15%  
of operating profit before bonus as an incentive pool,  
20% at maximum and 25% at super maximum.

On a reported basis, operating margins, before all 
incentives and income from associates, were 18.9%, down 1.0 
margin point, compared with 19.9% last year. The Group’s 
staff costs to revenue less pass-through costs ratio, including 

severance and incentives, increased by 0.5 margin points  
to 63.3% compared to 62.8% in 2016, as staff costs were 
not reduced in line with the fall in revenue less pass-through 
costs. However, the Group was able to manage its general 
and administrative costs, including property, relatively 
effectively, with improvements across most categories.  
Flexible staff costs (including incentives, freelance and 
consultants) remained close to historical highs of above  
8% of revenue less pass-through costs and continue  
to position the Group extremely well should current  
market conditions change.

On a like-for-like basis, the average number of people  
in the Group, excluding associates, in 2017 was 134,428 
compared to 136,409 in 2016, a decrease of 1.5%. On  
the same basis, the total number of people in the Group, 
excluding associates, at 31 December 2017 was 134,413 
compared to 136,775 at 31 December 2016, a decrease  
of 2,362 or 1.7%. 
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Headline operating margins1 versus peers %
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1  Based on headline operating profit as a proportion of revenue less pass-through costs as defined on page 171, excluding share of results of associates. As our competitors 
do not disclose revenue less pass-through costs, competitor operating margins have been calculated on a revenue basis, and sourced from relevant public filings.
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As a result, headline PBIT for 2017 was up 4.9%  
to £2.267 billion, from £2.160 billion and up 1.5%  
in constant currencies. Headline EBITDA was up 4.7%  
to £2.534 billion, from £2.420 billion the previous  
year and up 1.2% in constant currency.

We continue to believe a margin of well over 19% on 
revenue less pass-through costs, is a tough, but realistic, 
objective given that our best-performing companies  
in each services sector have already demonstrated they  
can perform at a combined Group margin of 18%  
on revenue less pass-through costs. 

The Group has embarked on a number of programs  
to improve operational effectiveness including process 
simplification, shared service centres, offshoring certain 
tasks to lower-cost markets and, where appropriate, 
outsourcing. We are consolidating IT infrastructure  
and services, and centralising systems development and 
applications to create efficiencies and focus investment. 
These programs are projected to deliver a 1.0 margin  
point benefit (excluding the impact of currency) over  
the course of the next two to four years.

Exceptional gains and restructuring costs
In 2017, the Group generated exceptional gains of £129 
million, largely representing the gain on the sale of the 
Group’s minority interests in Asatsu-DK to Bain Capital 
and Infoscout to Vista Equity Partners. A 25% equity 
interest in Asatsu-DK may be purchased shortly at a cost  
of approximately $60 million. These were partly offset  
by investment write-downs of £96 million, principally  
in relation to comScore Inc., resulting in a net gain of  
£33 million, which in accordance with prior practice,  
has been excluded from headline profit. The Group  
took a £57 million restructuring provision, primarily 
against severance provisions in mature markets and  
the Group’s IT Transformation costs.

Interest and taxes
Net finance costs (excluding the revaluation of financial 
instruments) were up marginally at £174.6 million, 
compared with £174.1 million in 2016, an increase  
of £0.5 million. This is due to the weakness in sterling 
resulting in higher translation costs on non-sterling debt 
and the cost of higher average net debt being offset by  
the beneficial impact of lower bond coupon costs resulting  
from refinancing maturing debt at cheaper rates and  
higher investment income.

The headline tax rate was 22.0% (2016: 21.0%) and  
on reported profit before tax was 9.3% (2016: 20.6%), 
principally due to the exceptional tax credit, primarily 
relating to the re-measurement of deferred tax liabilities. 
The headline tax rate for 2018 is expected to be up to 1% 
higher than 2017. Given the Group’s geographic mix of 
profits and the changing international tax environment,  
the tax rate is expected to increase slightly over the next 
few years. The recent tax changes outlined in the US Tax 
Cuts and Jobs Act do not impact the Group’s tax rate 
significantly, up or down, except for the tax credit 
mentioned above.

Earnings
Profits attributable to share owners rose by 29.7% to 
£1.817 billion from £1.400 billion. In constant currencies, 
profits attributable to share owners rose by 24.9%.

Reported diluted earnings per share rose by 31.9%  
to 142.4p from 108.0p and increased 26.9% in constant 
currencies. Headline diluted earnings per share rose by 
6.4% to 120.4p from 113.2p. In constant currencies, 
earnings per share on the same basis rose by 2.7%. 

Enhancing share owner value
Our aim is to maximise the return on investment on the 
Company’s substantial free cash flow of over £1.5 billion 
(or over $1.9 billion) per annum. As capital expenditure 
remains relatively stable, our focus is on the alternative  
uses of funds between acquisitions, share buy-backs and 
dividends. We have increasingly come to the view that, 
currently, the markets favour consistent increases in 
dividends and higher sustainable pay-out ratios, along with 
anti-dilutive progressive buy-backs and, of course, sensibly-
priced, small- to medium-sized strategic acquisitions.

Mergers and acquisitions
Our acquisition focus continues to be on the triple play  
of faster-growing geographic markets, new media and  
data investment management, including the application of 
technology, data and content, consistent with our strategic 
priorities (see page 32). In 2017, the Group spent over £200 
million on acquisition payments, net of cash acquired and 
disposal proceeds, completing 43 transactions in the year; 
15 acquisitions and investments were in new markets, 32 in 
quantitative and digital and five were driven by individual 
client or agency needs. Out of all these transactions, nine 
were in both new markets and quantitative and digital.
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Specifically, in 2017, acquisitions and increased equity 
stakes have been completed in Advertising and Media 
Investment Management in the US, Germany, the Middle 
East and North Africa, Croatia, Russia, China and India; 
Data Investment Management in the UK and Ireland; 
Brand Consulting in the UK and Italy; direct, digital  
and interactive in the US, the UK, France, Ireland, Spain, 
the United Arab Emirates, Kenya, China and Brazil. 

We will continue to assess opportunities in line  
with our strategy to increase the Group’s exposure to:

 • Faster-growing geographic markets and sectors;

 • New media and data investment management,  
including the application of technology and big data.

Revenue in faster-growing markets 2015-2017 $bn 

2015 2016 2017
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1 Dentsu revenue reported in Japan. 
2  Peer data sourced from annual results translated at average exchange rate  

for the year and assumed non-Euro countries in Europe are 3% of revenue.
3  Assumed Canada is 1.5% of revenue.

Dividends
As outlined in the June 2015 Preliminary Announcement, 
the achievement of the previously targeted pay-out ratio  
of 45% one year ahead of schedule, raised the question  
of whether the pay-out ratio target should be increased 
further. Following that review, your Board decided to 
increase the dividend pay-out ratio to a target of 50%, to  
be achieved by 2017, and, as a result, declared an increase 
of almost 23% in the 2016 interim dividend to 19.55p per 
share, representing a pay-out ratio of 50% for the first half. 
This had the effect of evening out the pay-out ratio between 
the two half-year periods and consequently balancing out 
the dividend payments themselves, although the pattern of 
profitability and hence dividend payments seems likely to 
remain one-third in the first half and two-thirds in the 
second half. 

Given your Company’s performance in 2017, your  
Board proposes a marginal increase in the final dividend  
to 37.3p per share, which, together with the interim 
dividend of 22.7p per share, makes a total of 60.0p  
per share for 2017, an overall increase of 6.0%. This 
represents a dividend pay-out ratio of 50%, the same  
as last year. The record date for the final dividend is  
15 June 2018, payable on 9 July 2018.

Dividends paid in respect of 2017 will total 
approximately £760 million for the year.

Share buy-backs
Share buy-backs will continue to be targeted to absorb any 
share dilution from issues of options or restricted stock in 
the range of 2-3% of the issued share capital. In addition, 
the Company does also have considerable free cash flow to 
take advantage of any anomalies in market values. Share 
buy-backs in 2017 cost £504 million, representing 2.5%  
of issued share capital. 

Funds returned to share owners in 2017 totalled over  
£1.2 billion, including share buy-backs, an increase of 20% 
over 2016. In 2016, funds returned to share owners were 
over £1.0 billion. In the last five years, £5.0 billion has  
been returned to share owners and over the last ten years 
£6.6 billion.

1  Sum of share buy-backs and dividends paid divided by average shares in  
issue for the relevant period, as a percentage of the average share price  
for the relevant period.
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Optimising efficiencies
The initiatives taken by your Company in property, 
procurement and IT continue to achieve efficiencies,  
as well as facilitating our horizontality strategy.

Efficient workspaces
In 2017, the Group’s property portfolio decreased by over 
1% to 23.8 million square feet, despite the addition of  
0.5 million square feet through acquisitions. This reduction 
reflects the impact of the Group’s continuing strategy  
of colocating companies, together with the use of ‘agile 
working’, supported by more technology in the office 
environment. Property costs increased by 1.4% on a constant 
currency basis, which compares with 1.4% growth in revenue 
less pass-through costs on the same basis, and average 
headcount growth of 1.3%. As a result, the property cost  
to revenue less pass-through costs ratio remained at 6.8%. 

We ensure our new buildings focus on sustainability and 
we look to achieve BREEAM Very Good or LEED Gold. 
Our operating companies’ workplaces continue to be  
cited for their creativity, innovation and effectiveness. 

2017 saw the completion of our campus buildings in 
Lisbon, bringing together 600 people from GroupM, Ogilvy, 
Hill+Knowlton Strategies, Y&R and J. Walter Thompson, 
as well as Hamburg with 850 people from Scholz & 
Friends, Y&R, Kantar, MediaCom, Wavemaker and Burson 
Cohn & Wolfe. These colocation projects meet our new 
planning standards and support our goal of horizontality.

Projects expected to be completed in 2018 include 
colocations at 3 World Trade Center in New York with 
approximately 4,000 people, Madrid with 2,500 people, 
Amsterdam with 1,500 people, and Kuala Lumpur with 
1,100 people. Longer-term colocation projects are currently 
committed in London, Chicago, Toronto and Buenos Aires; 
and in planning for Paris, Prague, Warsaw, Düsseldorf, 
Bucharest, Mumbai, Gurgaon and Hong Kong. 

Our goal is to continue to deliver excellent workspace, 
while reducing the portfolio further and so mitigate the 
impact of property inflation. Our focus on reducing the 
property cost to revenue less pass-through costs ratio  
will help the Group achieve its margin targets for 2018,  
and beyond.

Procurement
Our goal is to make savings, add value and minimise risk 
across all WPP’s external spend, with particular emphasis 
on opportunities to leverage our scale to the benefits of our 
clients and our companies. 

We continue to implement and develop a spend analytics 
system, which now provides supplier-level and category 
visibility of over $7 billion of external spend, across 15  
of our largest markets around the world. Our data-driven 
processes ensure that we are capturing and making sense  
of big data to drive procurement opportunity assessment 
and new project activities across the Group. 

Key areas of focus for 2018 are travel, freelance, and 
technology-related costs as we continue to consolidate our 
supplier base. We also continue our focus on the key drivers 
of supplier cost, combined with an increased emphasis on 
internal demand management (what we buy, why we buy 
and how we buy). For indirect procurement, our aim is to 
own or influence negotiations with our key suppliers across 
our 15 largest markets, covered by WPP preferred suppliers 
and contracts, and for these preferred suppliers to work 
with us to deliver year-on-year value improvements. 

We also aim to add value through the development  
of a supplier base which not only complies with legal 
frameworks (GDPR, UK Anti Bribery, US FCPA, etc.), but 
also promotes a sustainable supply chain, and meets our 
clients’ and share owners’ ethical and financial concerns. 
See pages 59 and 60 for more information.

IT 
In June 2017, WPP became victim to a sophisticated  
and destructive cyber attack (commonly referred to  
as ‘NotPetya’), the scale and impact of which were 
unprecedented. Subsequently, WPP has prioritised rapid 
recovery capabilities and sought to strengthen other  
IT controls.

2017 saw the continued transformation of our core IT 
services, with operating companies accelerating their move 
to global client/operational digital platforms deployed using 
cloud technologies that both speeds global deployment  
and provides increased capabilities. 

Supporting horizontality and the enablement of WPP’s 
finance shared services strategy, there were successful 
deployments of a new core ERP system in Spain and 
Malaysia, with further rollouts planned throughout  
2018, including India and Singapore.

As Adobe’s Partner of the Year, we have deployed 
Adobe’s Experience Cloud to 22,500 creatives inside WPP. 
This provides greater support for creativity across the  
WPP networks, increasing collaboration and delivering 
horizontality throughout our creative agencies.
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Assessing and managing our risks

Risk management and internal control
We recognise that the success of the strategic objectives of 
the Group discussed in this report depends to a significant 
extent on understanding and responding to the risks that 
the Group faces. The Board, with support from the Audit 
Committee, has overall responsibility for the system of 
internal control and risk management in the Group. It has 
reviewed the design and effectiveness of the system during 
the year and up to the date of this report and carried out a 
robust assessment of the principal risks facing the Group. 
The system of controls described below is designed to 
manage or mitigate, but may not eliminate, the risks of 
failure to achieve WPP’s strategic objectives and is not an 
absolute assurance against material misstatement or loss.

Control, culture and anti-bribery  
and corruption
The quality and competence of our people, their integrity, 
ethics and behaviour and the culture embedded within  
the Group are all vital to the maintenance of the Group’s 
system of internal control which is maintained and reviewed 
in accordance with the UK Corporate Governance Code and 
FRC guidance on risk management and internal control.

The Code of Business Conduct, which is regularly 
reviewed by the Board and was updated in 2016, sets out  
the principal obligations of all employees. Senior executives 
throughout the Group are required to sign this Code each 
year and all employees are required on joining the Group, 
and at regular intervals, to complete the WPP How We 
Behave, Anti-Bribery & Corruption and Privacy & Data 
Security Awareness training modules, which embed all of  
the principles of the Code in addition to operating company 
training programs. The Code is supplemented by the WPP 
Anti-Bribery & Corruption Policy, which prohibits any  
form of bribery across the Group, the Advisor Payment 
Policy which restricts the use of advisors and details the  
due diligence that must be undertaken in the limited cases 
where advisors may be used, the gifts and entertainment 
policy which sets limits on values that may be given or 
received (and circumstances) which are supported in each 
Group company by a gift register. In addition, the Code  
of Conduct for suppliers replicates these obligations in  
our supply chain. The online WPP Policy Book, which is 
updated with control bulletins, includes required practices 
in many operational, tax, legal and human resource areas. 
Breaches or alleged breaches of the Code are investigated  
by the Director of Internal Audit, the Group Chief Counsel 

and external advisors where appropriate. Group companies 
are also required to follow the Data Code of Conduct and 
apply the Supplier Code of Conduct.

During 2017, we launched a sustainability self-
assessment questionnaire to many of the WPP offices  
to help us identify gaps in implementation focusing on 
governance, employment practices, environment and supply 
chain. The Company will use the results of the assessment 
to prioritise companies for further engagement including 
on-site assessments and training.

The Group has an independently operated helpline, Right 
to Speak, to enable our people (and third parties) to report 
issues that they feel unable to raise locally, and anonymously, 
if necessary. Through 106 calls to this helpline, a number  
of issues have been raised during 2017, all of which have 
been followed through and investigated where appropriate 
and reported to the Audit Committee. The Compensation 
Committee continues to review how the Group’s 
performance rewards support the risk management and 
internal control systems. Clawback provisions were adopted 
in 2016 and underline the principles of the Code of Conduct.

Risk assessment
The Group uses a three lines of defence model in relation  
to risk management. 

 • First, each operating company undertakes monthly  
and quarterly procedures and day-to-day management 
activities to review their operations and business risks, 
supported by Group policies, training and guidance on 
required internal controls over financial reporting and 
monitoring controls and reviews within their network.

 • Secondly, the operating network reviews are formally 
communicated to the Executive Directors and senior 
parent company executives in monthly reports and 
quarterly review meetings and, in turn, to the Board.  
At each Board meeting, the Executive Directors present  
a Brand Check review of each of the business’ operations, 
including an assessment of the risks in each business, 
providing feedback on the business risks and details  
of any change in the risk profile since the last Board 
meeting. The Brand Check includes the possibility of 
winning or losing major business, succession and the 
addition or loss of a key executive; introduction of  
new legislation in an important market; sustainability, 
including risks relating to marketing ethics, privacy, 
diversity and employment; political instability and 
changes in accounting or corporate governance practice. 
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 • Thirdly, internal audit at the Company, with Audit 
Committee oversight and external resource as required, 
provides an independent review of risk management and 
internal control via internal audits and management of  
the testing program for SOX.

Control activities and monitoring
Policies and procedures for all operating companies are set 
out and communicated in the WPP Policy Book, internal 
control bulletins and accounting guidelines. The application 
of these policies and procedures is monitored within the 
individual businesses and by the Director of Internal  
Audit, compliance functions centrally and at the operating 
companies and the Group Chief Counsel and heads  
of legal at the operating companies.

Operating companies are required to maintain and 
update documentation of their internal controls and 
processes. This documentation incorporates an analysis  
of business risks, detailed control activities and monitoring, 
together with IT and financial controls and controls over 
security of data and the provision of timely and reliable 
information to management.

The internal audit department was responsible for 
reviews and testing of the documentation and the relevant 
controls for a majority of the Group during 2017, the 
results of which were reported to the Audit Committee.

Financial reporting
Each operating company annually updates a three-year 
strategic plan, which incorporates financial objectives. 
These are reviewed by the parent company’s management 
and are agreed with the chief executive of the relevant 
operating company.

The Group operates a rigorous procedure for the 
development of operating company budgets, which build  
up the Group’s budget. During the final quarter of each 
financial year, operating companies prepare detailed 
budgets for the following year for review by the parent 
company. The Group’s budget is reviewed by the Board 
before being adopted formally. Operating company results 
are reported monthly and are reviewed locally, regionally 
and globally by the business groups and by Group 
management on a consolidated basis and ultimately by  
the Board. The results are compared to budget and the 
previous year, with full-year forecasts prepared and 
updated quarterly throughout the year. 

At each year-end, all operating companies supply their 
full-year financial results with such additional information 
as is appropriate. This information is consolidated to  
allow the Group to present the necessary disclosures for 
International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) as 
adopted by the European Union and issued by the IASB.

The Disclosure Committee gives further assurance that 
publicly-released information is free from material omission 
or misstatement.

Principal risks and uncertainties
The Board has carried out a robust assessment of the 
principal risks and uncertainties affecting the Group  
as at 31 December 2017 and up to the date of this report  
and which are described in the table on the following pages.  
These risks relate to the Group and the industry in which 
we operate and the strategic decisions taken by the Board. 
A risk dashboard and map are discussed regularly by  
the Audit Committee and bi-annually by the Board.  
This process is currently being reviewed by an external 
consultancy to ensure it is aligned with best practice  
in order to be effective.
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Principal risks Potential impact
How it is managed and reflected  
in our strategic priorities

Clients
The Group competes for clients in a  
highly-competitive and evolving industry 
which requires agency groups to offer 
seamlessly integrated services. Client loss  
to competitors or as a consequence of 
client consolidation or a reduction in 
marketing budgets due to economic 
conditions may have a material adverse 
effect on the Group’s market share and its 
business, revenues, results of operations, 
financial condition or prospects. 

The competitive landscape in our industry  
is constantly evolving. Competitors include 
multinational advertising and marketing 
communication groups, regional and national 
marketing services companies, database 
marketing and modelling companies, 
telemarketers, information and measurement, 
social media and professional services  
and advisory firms and consulting  
internet companies.

Client contracts can generally be terminated 
on 90 days’ notice or are on an assignment 
basis and clients put their business up for 
competitive review from time to time. The 
ability to attract new clients and to retain or 
increase the amount of work from existing 
clients may be impacted by a failure by the 
Group to react quickly enough to changes in 
the market and to evolve its organisational 
structure and by loss of reputation and may  
be limited by clients’ policies on conflicts  
of interest.

The global economy continues to be volatile 
with uncertainties such as those caused by 
Brexit in the UK and Europe and technological 
disruption from disintermediators in certain 
sectors. In the past clients have responded  
to weak economic and financial conditions by 
reducing their marketing budgets which are 
easier to reduce in the short term than their 
other operating expenses. The risk of client 
loss or reduction in marketing budgets  
has increased.

As explained in the strategic report, the Group  
is focused on simplifying its operating structure, 
increased client co-ordination across the Group 
and greater authority for Global Client Teams 
and Country and Regional Managers; the 
development of key cross-Group capabilities  
in digital marketing, production, ecommerce  
and shopper marketing.

To continue to improve the creative capability 
and reputation of the Group’s businesses and 
embed an ethical culture that attracts and 
retains talent and clients.

The development and implementation of 
senior incentives to align more closely with 
Group performance.

Differentiation from competitors through 
talent and creativity and by the application  
of technology, integration of data investment 
management and investment in content.

Brand Check at every Board meeting to 
identify the potential risk of client loss.

The Group receives a significant portion  
of its revenues from a limited number of 
large clients and the net loss of one or  
more of these clients could have a material 
adverse effect on the Group’s prospects, 
business, financial condition and results  
of operations.

A relatively small number of clients  
contribute a significant percentage of the 
Group’s consolidated revenues. The Group’s 
10 largest clients accounted for 14.9% of 
revenues in the year ended 31 December  
2017. Clients generally are able to reduce 
advertising and marketing spend, terminate 
contracts, or cancel projects on short notice. 
The loss of one or more of the Group’s  
largest clients, if not replaced by new client 
accounts or an increase in business from 
existing clients, would adversely affect  
the Group’s financial condition.

Global Client Leaders, horizontality and  
the ‘Team’ model seeks to ensure the Group 
maintains partnership relationship with major 
clients. Operating companies seek to establish 
reputations, talent and technical capability in 
the industry and an ethical and diverse culture 
that attract and retain clients and key talent.

Increase flexibility in the cost structure 
(including incentives, consultants and 
freelancers).

Brand Check at every Board meeting and 
regular dialogue between Executive Directors 
of the Company and directors of the Group’s 
largest clients.
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Principal risks Potential impact
How it is managed and reflected  
in our strategic priorities

Cyber and data security 
The Group is subject to strict data 
protection and privacy legislation in the 
jurisdictions in which it operates and relies 
extensively on information technology 
systems. The Group stores, transmits and 
relies on critical and sensitive data such  
as strategic plans, personally identifiable 
information and trade secrets. Security of 
this type of data is exposed to escalating 
external threats that are increasing  
in sophistication as well as internal  
data breaches.

Existing and new data protection laws, in 
particular the GDPR and E-privacy regulation 
in the EU concerning user privacy, use of 
personal information, consent and online 
tracking may restrict some of the Group’s 
activities and increase costs.

The Group is carrying out an IT 
Transformation project and is reliant  
on third parties for the performance  
of a significant portion of its worldwide 
information technology and operations 
functions. A failure to provide these 
functions could have an adverse effect  
on the Group’s business. During the 
transformation, the Group is still reliant on 
legacy systems which could restrict the 
Group’s ability to change rapidly.

The Group may be subject to investigative or 
enforcement action or legal claims or incur 
fines, damages, or costs and client loss if the 
Group fails to adequately protect data or 
observe privacy legislation in every instance.  
A system breakdown or intrusion could have  
a material adverse effect on the Group’s 
business, revenues, results of operations, 
financial condition or prospects.

The Group assists the operating companies  
in developing principles on privacy and data 
protection and compliance with local laws.  
The Group has implemented extensive training 
ahead of GDPR implementation in 2018  
and the roll out of a GDPR toolkit to assist  
the operating companies to prepare for 
implementation. A Chief Privacy Officer  
has been appointed at the Company and  
Data Protection Officers are in place at a 
number of Group companies.

Our people are required to take Privacy & Data 
Security Awareness training and understand 
the WPP Data Code of Conduct and WPP 
policies on data privacy and security.

The WPP Data Health Checker survey is 
performed annually to understand the  
scale and breadth of data collected by WPP 
agencies, so the level of risk associated with 
this can be assessed.

The IT Transformation project will enhance the 
Group’s data security. In addition, the Group 
has established a global internal IT company 
responsible for providing core IT shared 
services to all Group companies and manage 
external technology providers.

Financial
The Group is subject to credit risk  
through the default of a client or  
other counterparty.

The Group is generally paid in arrears for  
its services. Invoices are typically payable 
within 30 to 60 days. 

The Group commits to media and production 
purchases on behalf of some of its clients as 
principal or agent depending on the client  
and market circumstances. If a client is unable 
to pay sums due, media and production 
companies may look to the Group to pay  
such amounts to which it committed on  
behalf of those clients.

Evaluating and monitoring clients’ ongoing 
creditworthiness and in some cases requiring 
credit insurance or payments in advance.

The Group’s treasury position is a recurring 
agenda item for the Audit Committee and  
the Board.

The Group is cash generative and working 
capital management remains a key focus  
for the Board.

Key: 

Increased risk

No change from last year

Reduced risk
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Principal risks Potential impact
How it is managed and reflected  
in our strategic priorities

Operational
The Group’s performance could be 
adversely impacted if it failed to ensure 
adequate internal control procedures  
are in place in relation to the Group’s  
media trading.

Failure to ensure that trading activities are 
compliant with client obligations where 
relevant could adversely impact client 
relationships and business volumes. 

The principles of adherence to the terms of 
client contracts are embedded through the 
networks and reinforced by audits at a WPP 
and network level.

Regular monitoring of KPIs for trading are 
undertaken to identify trends and issues.

An authorisation matrix on inventory trading  
is agreed with the Company and the Audit 
Committee.

People and succession
The Group’s performance could be 
adversely affected if it does not react 
quickly enough to changes in its market  
and fails to attract, develop and retain  
key creative, commercial and management 
talent at the parent and operating 
companies, including but not limited  
to long-serving members of the 
management team. 

The Group is highly dependent on the  
talent, creative abilities and technical  
skills of our personnel as well as their 
relationships with clients. The Group  
is vulnerable to the loss of personnel  
to competitors and clients leading  
to disruption to the business. 

The Group’s incentive plans are structured  
to provide retention value, for example by 
paying part of annual incentives in shares  
that vest two years after grant date.

The Group is working across the businesses to 
embed horizontality and is investing in training 
and development to retain and attract talented 
people. The investment in colocated properties 
is increasing the co-operation across our 
companies and provides extremely attractive 
and motivating working environments.

Succession planning for the Group Chief 
Executive, the Group Finance Director and  
key executives of the Company is undertaken 
by the Board and Nomination and Governance 
Committee on a regular basis and a pool of 
potential internal and external candidates 
identified in emergency and planned scenarios.

Compensation Committee oversight for the 
Group’s incentive plans and compensation.

Key: 

Increased risk

No change from last year

Reduced risk
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Principal risks Potential impact
How it is managed and reflected  
in our strategic priorities

Regulatory, sanctions, anti-trust and taxation
The Group may be subject to regulations 
restricting its activities or effecting  
changes in taxation. 

Changes in local or international tax rules,  
for example prompted by the OECD’s Base 
Erosion and Profit Shifting project (a global 
initiative to improve the fairness and integrity  
of tax systems), changes arising from the 
application of existing rules, or new challenges 
by tax or competition authorities, for example, 
the European Commission’s State Aid 
investigation into the UK CFC rules, may  
expose the Group to significant additional tax 
liabilities or impact the carrying value of our 
deferred tax assets, which would affect the 
future tax charge. 

The Group actively monitors any proposed 
regulatory or statutory changes and consults 
with government agencies and regulatory 
bodies where possible on such proposed 
changes.

Annual briefings to the Audit Committee  
of significant changes in tax laws and their 
application and regular briefings to the 
Executive Directors. The Group engages 
advisors and legal counsel to obtain opinions 
on tax legislation and principles.

The Group is subject to strict anti-
corruption, anti-bribery and anti-trust 
legislation and enforcement in the  
countries in which it operates. 

The Group operates in a number of markets 
where the corruption risk has been identified 
as high by groups such as Transparency 
International. Failure to comply or to create  
a corporate environment opposed to 
corruption or failing to instil business  
practices that prevent corruption could  
expose the Group and senior officers to  
civil and criminal sanctions.

Online and in-country ethics, anti-bribery, 
corruption and anti-trust training on a 
Group-wide basis to raise awareness and seek 
compliance with the WPP Code of Conduct 
and the Anti-Bribery & Corruption Policy.

Confidential, independently-operated helpline 
for WPP staff to raise any concerns, which  
are investigated and reported to the Audit 
Committee on a regular basis.

Due diligence on acquisitions and on selecting 
and appointing suppliers and restrictions on  
the use of third party consultants in connection 
with any awards of client contracts.

Gift and hospitality register and approvals 
process.

The Group is subject to the laws of the  
US, the EU and other jurisdictions that 
impose sanctions and regulate the supply  
of services to certain countries.

Failure to comply with these laws could 
expose the Group to civil and criminal 
penalties including fines and the imposition 
of economic sanctions against the Group  
and reputational damage and withdrawal  
of banking facilities which could materially 
impact the Group’s results.

Online training on a Group-wide basis to raise 
awareness and seek compliance and updates 
to Group companies on any new sanctions. 

Regular briefings to the Audit Committee and 
constant monitoring by the WPP legal team 
with assistance from external advisors of the 
sanctions regimes.
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Our viability statement

Assessment of prospects
An understanding of the Group’s business model and 
strategy is key to understanding its prospects and this  
has been discussed in detail on pages 33 to 35. 

The Group’s business model, diversification across 
marketing communication services sectors which operate  
in 112 countries worldwide and with a broad spectrum of 
clients and suppliers, provides resilience which is relevant  
to any consideration of prospects and viability.

The directors assess the Group’s prospects on a regular 
basis through the financial planning process which is 
detailed on page 87, the Brand Checks which take place  
at each Board meeting, quarterly reviews of our businesses 
by the executive team and ongoing reviews of the Group’s 
profitability, cash flows and funding requirements. The 
Board considers the longer-term risks and opportunities  
for the Group discussed in the strategic report and the 
potential impact of economic volatility, technological 
disruption and regulation.

Viability statement
The directors’ assessment of the Group’s viability for  
the next three years has been made with reference to:

 • the Group’s current position and prospects;

 • the short-term notice periods or assignment nature  
of many of the client contracts;

 • the volatility of global economic conditions;

 • the changing competitive landscape;

 • the long-term impact of technological disruption;

 • the need for simplification of the Group structure  
and integrated service offering to clients; and 

 • the Company’s ability to achieve the stated dividend 
policy and cover interest payments on the Group’s debt. 

This period has been chosen as it aligns with our 
three-year plan and budget. Sensitivity analysis has  
been applied to reflect the potential impact of one or  
a combination of the principal risks on the Group and 
consequential contract breach, loss of reputation, client  
loss and inability to win new business and the impact  
of revenue loss. Based on the results of this analysis  
the directors have a reasonable expectation that the 
Company will be able to continue in operation and  
meet its liabilities as they fall due over the three-year  
period of their assessment.

Going concern 
The directors are required to consider whether it is 
appropriate to prepare the financial statements on the  
basis that the Company and the Group are going concerns. 
As part of its normal business practice, the Group  
prepares annual and longer-term plans and in reviewing 
this information and, in particular, the three-year plan  
and budget, the directors believe that the Company and  
the Group have adequate resources for the foreseeable 
future. Therefore the Company and the Group continue  
to adopt the going concern basis in preparing the  
financial statements. 

Sustainability at WPP
No business can be successful in today’s world if it focuses 
purely on financial results or the next quarter’s figures. 
Every company needs to take the long-term view and to 
maximise the value it creates for its stakeholders – from its 
employees and share owners to its consumers, communities 
and society at large. The most successful businesses will  
be those that help solve the great challenges of our age. 
Within this, communications has a vital role to play  
and is a powerful tool to bring about change on social  
and environmental issues. 

At WPP we’re privileged to work with many pioneers  
of sustainable business, helping them to create brands  
with purpose and to embed sustainability into products, 
marketing and communications. In doing so, we know  
that transparency and authenticity are critical to building 
and maintaining trust. This is the advice we give our clients 
and we apply it to our own business too. We have been 
reporting on our sustainability performance since 2002,  
we set our first carbon target in 2006 and this year we’re 
further integrating sustainability into this report, enabling 
our share owners to gain a full picture of our performance. 
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Sustainability performance summary

2017 2016 2015

Value of client business 
supported by our  
sustainability credentials1 £2.11bn £1.64bn £1.29bn

Gender diversity  
(% female employees) 54% 54% 54%

Gender diversity  
(% female executive leaders) 35% 34% 33%

Investment in training £44.9m £45.1m £41.1m

Carbon footprint (tonnes  
of CO2e per employee) 1.71 1.86 2.07

Social contribution2,3 £49.4m £42.3m £40.2m
1  Value of clients who requested information on our sustainability policies 

and performance through their supplier management process. 
2 Includes free media space donations.
3  The 2015 figure has been restated to reflect correct exchange rates  

in the calculation of free media space.

Human rights
Respect for human rights is a fundamental principle 
for the Group. We aim to prevent, identify and 
address any negative impacts on human rights 
associated with our business activities. We look  
for opportunities to positively promote human 
rights, including through our pro bono work. 

Our human rights policy statement summarises 
our approach. It reflects international standards  
and principles, including the International Bill  
of Human Rights, the UN’s Guiding Principles  
on Business and Human Rights, the International 
Labour Organization’s Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work and the Children’s 
Rights and Business Principles. It is published  
on our website, wpp.com/sustainability.

We are a member of the United Nations Global 
Compact and committed to its 10 principles, 
including those relating to human rights.

Our sustainability performance is presented 
in detail on pages 36 to 61.
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Our reason for being is to help our clients grow their businesses. And by adding value for our clients, we deliver value for 
our people and share owners. To that end, our strategic priorities in 2017 were:

Our long-term financial targets are:

 • Revenue and revenue less pass-through costs growth 
greater than the industry average. 

 • Annual improvement in revenue less pass-through costs 
margin of between zero and 0.3 margin points or more, 
excluding the impact of currency, depending on revenue 
less pass-through costs growth and staff cost-to-revenue 
less pass-through costs ratio improvement of between 
zero and 0.2 margin points or more. 

 • Annual diluted headline EPS growth of 5% to 10% 
delivered through revenue growth, margin expansion, 
acquisitions and share buy-backs.

Our four strategic priorities in 2017

Horizontality

Advance the practice of 
horizontality – ensuring  

our people work together 
and harnessing the  
Group’s collective 
capabilities for the 
maximum benefit  

of clients.

New markets

Increase the combined 
geographic share of 

revenues from the faster-
growing markets of Asia 
Pacific, Latin America, 

Africa & Middle East and 
Central & Eastern Europe  
to 40-45% of revenues.

New media

Increase the share  
of revenues from new 

media to 40-45%  
of revenues.

Technology,  
data & content

Maintain the share of more 
measurable advertising  

and marketing services – 
such as data investment 
management and direct, 
digital and interactive –  

at 50% of revenues,  
with a focus on the 

application of technology, 
data and content.
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Global GDP growth may still have been generally sub-trend 
in 2017 (compared to the period before the financial crisis), 
in the low nominal 3% range, but forecasts for 2018 have 
generally improved moving up in the 3-4% range. The US 
economy is strengthening, driven by the three-pronged 
Trump policies of tax and regulation reduction and 
infrastructure investment, with business confidence at  
much higher levels than under previous administrations. 

Prospects for Europe, too, are better with the big four 
Continental European economies in generally better shape, 
although the positive of a Macron-led France may be 
outweighed by political uncertainties in Germany, Italy  
and Spain, and the UK economy could be increasingly 
challenged by Brexit.

Asia Pacific is generally improving too with China,  
India and Japan in better shape following economic and 
political reforms, buttressed by economies like Indonesia, 
Vietnam and the Philippines. 

Latin American economies are also improving, in Brazil, 
Argentina, Colombia and Peru especially. Political changes  
also bode well for Africa and the Middle East, although the 
latter, in particular, remains volatile. Central and Eastern 
European countries like Poland are responding generally 
well to an improving Western Europe. 

2018 should in theory be a better year. The Pyeongchang 
Winter Olympics, the 2018 FIFA World Cup and the US 
Congressional mid-term elections should all trigger more 
marketing investment. 

However, growth in marketing spend seems to have 
decoupled somewhat from GDP growth in the mature 
markets in the last year. When top-line growth is examined 
carefully, for example for the S&P 500, it seems to be 
concentrated in the technology and healthcare sectors.  
As a result, in a low inflation and consequently low  
pricing power environment, there is an understandable 
focus on cost. 

Growing revenue
Our prime focus will remain on growing revenue and 
revenue less pass-through costs faster than the industry 
average, driven by our leading position in horizontality, 
faster-growing geographic markets and digital, premier 
parent company creative and effectiveness position, new 
business and strategically-targeted acquisitions. At the  
same time, we will concentrate on meeting our operating 
margin objectives by managing absolute levels of costs  
and increasing our flexibility in order to adapt our cost 
structure to significant market changes.

The initiatives taken by the parent company in the  
areas of human resources, property, procurement, IT and 
practice development continue to improve the flexibility  
of the Group’s cost base. Flexible staff costs (including 
incentives, freelance and consultants) remain close to 
historical highs of above 8% of revenue less pass-through 
costs and continue to position the Group extremely  
well should current market conditions change.

The budgets for 2018 have been prepared on the usual 
bottom-up basis, but continue to reflect a faster-growing 
UK and the faster geographical markets of Asia Pacific, 
Latin America, Africa, the Middle East and Central & 
Eastern Europe and faster-growing functional sectors  
and sub-sectors of media, public relations and public  
affairs and direct, digital and interactive, with a stronger 
second half of the year, reflecting the 2017 comparative. 
Given what proved to be top-line optimism in our budgets 
last year, we have encouraged our operating companies  
to budget conservative revenue and revenue less pass-
through costs. 

Our 2018 budgets show flat like-for-like revenue and 
revenue less pass-through costs growth and a flat target 
operating margin to revenue less pass-through costs 
excluding the impact of currency. 

At the time of writing, we have revenue and profit data 
for the first two months of 2018. The Group has had a 
relatively slow start to the year, with like-for-like revenue 
growth up 0.8% in the first two months and revenue less 
pass-through costs flat on the same basis, against more 
difficult comparatives in the first quarter of last year. 
Operating margins are ahead of budget for the first  
two months of the year. 

Outlook for 2018
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A more inclusive WPP
In March 2018, we published our first UK Gender Pay Gap 
Report, in line with new UK Government regulations that 
came into force last year.

Although our group median pay gap of 14.6% was 
below the equivalent national figure of 18.4%, we do not 
see this as cause for celebration. There remains a great deal 
of work to do to ensure greater representation of women at 
the top of WPP and our operating companies.

The key to making improvements is to change the profile 
of our leadership teams so that they are more gender-
balanced, and more diverse in every sense. On gender, our 
aim is to make year-on-year improvements in our record by 
pursuing the ultimate goal of equal representation at the 
most senior levels of our organisation.

We are investing in a range of initiatives designed to bring 
about change. These include schemes within our operating 
companies and at the Group level (see page 47), as part  
of our broader commitment to creating more inclusive 
workplaces with greater gender, race, LGBT and age diversity.

In the UK we have formed an Inclusion Board, led by UK 
Country Manager Karen Blackett OBE, with representatives 
from across our operating companies. Its objective is to set 
minimum standards to which our businesses will hold 
themselves accountable and, looking ahead, we will establish 
similar boards in other key markets.

It goes without saying that WPP must be a place in which 
everyone is treated equally and with respect, and has the same 
opportunities to develop in their careers. By working hard 
to create leadership teams that better reflect the world around 
us, we will do a better job of ensuring that is always the case.
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1  Peer data sourced from company presentations.
2 IPG Q4 2017 organic growth excluding the impact of higher pass-through revenue.

A powerhouse of talent
No company in the world has a greater or more varied 
repertory of talent than WPP. And never has the availability 
of that talent been more necessary. 

In their continued search for profitable growth companies 
around the world, as always, have two basic routes to follow: 
to contain cost; and to add value. These are not alternatives: 
the best companies master both. 

To cut cost requires discipline and constant attention to 
detail. The undoubted benefits it can deliver are finite: there 
must always be a limit beyond which a business will suffer. 
To add value requires a different set of skills; it demands a 
conscious application of the human imagination; and its 
potential benefits are limitless.

As companies exhaust their restricted opportunities 
to become more efficient – to prune costs, to buy more 
shrewdly – so their need to add value to their offering 
becomes ever more critical. 

The powerhouse of talent that WPP represents exists 
precisely to meet that need. 

First, we recruit, train, reward and incentivise  
that talent. And then we apply that talent, across all 
relevant skills, according to the individual needs of  
each individual client.

To do this successfully, to be able to harness shared 
enthusiasm across traditional disciplines, means breaking 
down some traditional silos; which is why we call our 
method horizontality. To the client, our service, however 
many distinct skills it may comprise, must seem to  
be seamless. 
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In the immediate future, as demand for fully integrated 
marketing services continues to increase, and as their 
benign effect on client company results becomes ever more 
evident, WPP will be simplifying its corporate structure; 
making access to that powerhouse of talent even easier.

Roberto Quarta
Executive Chairman

Paul Richardson
Group Finance Director

Forward looking statement
In connection with the provisions of the Private Securities 
Litigation Reform Act of 1995 (the ‘Reform Act’),  
the Company may include forward-looking statements  
(as defined in the Reform Act) in oral or written public 
statements issued by or on behalf of the Company. These 
forward-looking statements may include, among other 
things, plans, objectives, projections and anticipated future 
economic performance based on assumptions and the  
like that are subject to risks and uncertainties. As such, 
actual results or outcomes may differ materially from those 
discussed in the forward-looking statements. Important 
factors which may cause actual results to differ include but 
are not limited to: the unanticipated loss of a material client 
or key personnel, delays or reductions in client advertising 
budgets, shifts in industry rates of compensation, regulatory 
compliance costs or litigation, natural disasters or acts of 
terrorism, the Company’s exposure to changes in the values 
of other major currencies (because a substantial portion  
of its revenues are derived and costs incurred outside of  
the UK) and the overall level of economic activity in the 
Company’s major markets (which varies depending on, 
among other things, regional, national and international 
political and economic conditions and government 
regulations in the world’s advertising markets). In addition, 
you should consider the risks described under the heading 
Principal risks and uncertainties on pages 25 to 29, which 
could also cause actual results to differ from forward-
looking information. In light of these and other uncertainties, 
the forward-looking statements included in this document 
should not be regarded as a representation by the Company 
that the Company’s plans and objectives will be achieved. 
The Company undertakes no obligation to update or revise 
any such forward-looking statements, whether as a result  
of new information, future events or otherwise.

WPP Annual Report 2017

35



A
t WPP we’re privileged to work with many pioneers 
of sustainable business, helping our clients to create 
brands with purpose and to embed sustainability 
into products, marketing and communications. 

Our own sustainability strategy helps us to meet changing 
client expectations, reduce risks and create a more resilient 
business for the long term.

Demographic, technological, social and environmental 
forces continue to generate new challenges, uncertainties 
and opportunities for our clients. 

A growing and ageing population is creating new 
markets but also putting unprecedented demand on public 
services and resources. The challenge of climate change  
and resource scarcity is increasingly felt by sectors from 
agriculture to construction, while other industries benefit 
from the opportunities associated with low carbon 
innovation. Rapid technological change continues to 
disrupt old business models while creating new social 
challenges including those associated with the loss of  
jobs due to automation. 

Increasingly citizens, consumers and employees  
expect business to lead in tackling these societal challenges. 
Pioneering businesses are responding and more of their 
peers will join them. They need the best insight, research 
and communications services to help them do so effectively. 
They want a communications partner who understands  
the changing landscape and shares their values. 

WPP companies are already advisors to many such 
leading businesses. As our clients increasingly feel the 
impact of these wider trends, so their importance is 
growing for WPP too. 

Sustainability and our strategy
Our sustainability strategy supports progress on  
our strategic priorities in three main ways: 
Access to new business: A growing number of  
our clients look for communication services partners  
who share their sustainability values and aspirations.  
Our commitment to responsible and sustainable business 
practices helps us to build on these partnerships and to 
meet the sustainability requirements in client procurement 
processes. Clients that engaged with us on sustainability 
were worth £2.11 billion in revenues to the Group in  
2017, equivalent to 14% of the total. 
Access to skills: Strong employment policies, investment  
in skills and inclusive working practices help us recruit, 
motivate and develop the talented people we need to serve 
our clients in all disciplines across our locations, including 
new markets where our industry is less well established. 
Our approach to people management is explained on  
pages 47 to 51. 
Efficiency, risk and reputation: Managing the social  
and environmental impacts of our business and selecting 
supplier partners who adopt standards consistent with our 
own can reduce costs and risks to the business as well as 
improving efficiency and safeguarding our reputation. 

The UN Global Goals
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
provide a framework for government agencies, civil 
society and the private sector to work together to 
end extreme poverty, inequality and climate change 
by 2030. Communications, with its power to change 
attitudes and influence behaviour, has a key role  
to play in helping shift society towards more 
sustainable development. 

We support the Goals and can contribute towards 
progress through our work with clients on sustainability, 
the actions we’re taking within our business in areas 
such as the environment and education and through 
the Common Ground partnership (see page 61) and 
our other pro bono work. 

Sustainability review
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Creating value through our business
Through our business activities we generate value for share owners, clients, our people and for wider society. We aim to 
maximise this positive value where possible, as well as minimising negative impacts.

We draw on our  
resources and  
relationships

 • 203,000 people, including associates
 • 369 of the Fortune 500 companies are clients  

of WPP companies 
 • Thousands of supplier partners

 • Share owner equity £9,493 million 
 • 13,162 share owners
 • Natural resources – 329,878 MWh of energy use

To provide services  
across all marketing  
and communications  
disciplines

 • Advertising
 • Media Investment Management 
 • Data Investment Management
 • Public Relations & Public Affairs 
 • Brand Consulting

 • Health & Wellness
 • Digital, eCommerce & Shopper Marketing
 • Specialist Communications 
 • Sustainability Services

Developing our  
business to help  
clients meet their  
goals

 • Global presence, local insight – 3,000 offices  
in 112 countries

 • Global Client Teams serve our 51 largest clients
 • Horizontality – 53% of revenues from clients  

served in four or more disciplines
 • Shared values – sustainable business practices 

integrated into our services, operations and 
procurement. Clients that engaged with us on 
sustainability worth £2.11 billion in revenues

 • Creativity and effectiveness – for seven consecutive 
years, WPP has been ranked Creative Holding 
Company of the Year at the Cannes International 
Festival of Creativity and ranked Most Effective 
Holding Company in the Effie Global Effectiveness 
Index for six consecutive years and for the third 
consecutive year, WPP has been named the  
World’s Top Holding Company by Warc.

Generating value  
for our investors, 
people, suppliers  
and society

 • Over £1.2 billion returned to share owners  
through dividends and share buy-backs

 • Total tax contribution £1.6 billion
 • £7.6 billion in salaries and employee benefits

 • Supplier spend £5.6 billion
 • Training spend £44.9 million
 • Social investment £20.4 million, creating a benefit  

to society worth £165 million

Governance of sustainability
Paul Richardson, WPP’s Group Finance Director, is the  
Board director responsible for sustainability. Andrea Harris, 
Group Chief Counsel and Head of Sustainability, has 
operational responsibility for sustainability and reports 
directly to the Board. She heads our central sustainability 
team that develops strategy and coordinates sustainability 
projects and data collection. It communicates on sustainability 
matters on behalf of the Group and works with Group 
functions (such as our Talent Team, Audit, Legal, Real 
Estate, IT and Procurement) and our operating companies  
to embed our standards. 

At Board level, the Nomination and Governance 
Committee has responsibility for sustainability.

Environmental, social and governance (ESG) risks are 
integrated into the Group’s assessment of principal risks 
which are set out in detail in the strategic report.

Embedding sustainability in our companies
Sustainability policy is set at parent company level with 
implementation devolved to our companies. The Group 
provides a clear policy framework through our Code of 
Business Conduct, Sustainability Policy, Supplier Code  
of Conduct, Data Code of Conduct and Human Rights  

Policy Statement and other policies included in the  
WPP Policy Book. We track progress using our social  
and environmental key performance indicators. 

We want to make sure that ESG risks and opportunities 
are managed consistently and that our policies are 
implemented across our companies and locations and with 
our suppliers. Our internal sustainability advisors are working 
with our operating companies to review implementation of our 
standards and to identify and address areas for improvement. 

During 2017, we piloted our sustainability self-
assessment questionnaire with our six largest companies. 
This assessed how our sustainability-related policies 
covering governance, employment practices, environment 
and supply chain are being implemented and provided 
insight into the ESG risks, challenges and opportunities  
our companies face at the local level. 

The results have been communicated back to our 
companies who are developing individual action plans to 
address any gaps in implementation. We are also using the 
findings to develop a Group-level action plan which will 
include on-site assessments, engagement and training for 
our companies and targeted projects to support continuous 
improvement on sustainability. 

WPP Annual Report 2017

37



During 2018, our sustainability advisors will be  
working with our internal audit function to further embed 
assessment, management and control of ESG risks into  
the work of our internal audit teams. 

Our sustainability priorities 
We focus on the sustainability issues, risks and opportunities 
of most importance to our business and our stakeholders. 
These are grouped into six themes, see diagram below.

Stakeholder engagement
Stakeholder views, insights and feedback help us to develop 
our approach to sustainability issues and to prepare for future 
risks and opportunities. Our most important stakeholder 
groups are clients, investors and our people.

Most stakeholder engagement takes place in the course 
of doing business. We also carry out more formal research 
as part of our materiality process, see page 39. 

We are developing a stakeholder policy to guide our 
operating companies in their interactions with stakeholders. 

Investor engagement
We engaged with investors, rating agencies and 
benchmarking organisations on sustainability during 2017 
including CDP, Dow Jones Sustainability Index, Ecodesk, 
Ecovadis, Equileap, Ethibel Sustainability Index, FTSE4Good, 
Human Rights Campaign Corporate Equality Index, 
Investec, ISS, MSCI, Northern Trust Asset Management, 
Raiffeisen Capital Management, STOXX Global ESG 
Leaders, Sustainalytics, and Triodos Bank. 
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Our key
priorities

Our client work
How we work with clients 
on sustainability and our 
ethical standards:
• Business ethics  
• Client work ethics
• Government relations 
 and public policy
• Marketing and sustainability 
 (including sustainable 
 consumption)
• Marketing compliance 
• Partners (JVs, a�liates, 
 associates) and acquisitions
• Privacy and data security
• Sensitive countries

Employment
How we recruit, retain, develop 
and engage our people:
• Access to skills (including   
 education and internships)  
• Diversity and inclusion
• Employee engagement
• Employee relations
• Employee well-being
• Employment practices/
 human rights
• Health and safety
• Training and development 

Governance and management
How we manage sustainability risks 
and opportunities, including:
• Roles and responsibilities for sustainability
• Risk management
• Stakeholder engagement 
• Tax policy

Social investment
How we support charities 
and social causes through:
• Pro bono work
• Donations
• Volunteering

Supply chain 
Our approach to responsible sourcing:
• Fair treatment of suppliers
• Living wage
• Supply chain labour practices 
 and human rights

Environment
How we work to reduce our 
environmental footprint:
• Climate change
• Paper and resource use
• Supply chain environmental 
 impacts (including environmental 
 impact of campaigns)
• Waste and recycling
• Water use
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We are included in the FTSE4Good Index and 
participate in the CDP Climate benchmark, receiving  
a rating of B in 2017. 

We work with clients on sustainability issues, see page 
42. Information on employee engagement is on page 47. 

Our materiality process
Our materiality process helps us to prioritise the social, 
environmental and economic issues of most importance to 
our business, to identify new issues and emerging trends and 
align our work to the priorities of our stakeholders. It takes 
account of our business strategy and goals as well as external 
trends, and current and emerging risks and opportunities.

Our first formal materiality assessment in 2014 included 
interviews with clients, investors, NGOs and sustainable 

business experts as well as senior executives in our Group 
functions and our operating companies. We updated this 
assessment during 2016 through an internal review and 
interviews with key external stakeholders. In 2017, we 
updated our assessment using the results of our sustainability 
self-assessment (see page 41). This provided further insight 
into the sustainability priorities of our operating companies 
and information requests made by clients across our global 
operations. As a result we have increased the ranking of 
two issues: health and safety and supplier diversity. 

Our materiality matrix, below, shows the issues 
identified as important to our stakeholders (vertical axis) 
and our business (horizontal axis). We report on all issues 
identified as highly important and the majority of issues  
of medium importance.
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WPP materiality assessment

Employment practices/
human rights

Social investment – pro bono, 
donations, volunteering

Biodiversity

Community relations

Water use

Health and safety

Marketing compliance 

Ethical standards1

Diversity and inclusion

Government relations 
and lobbying

Privacy and data security

Tax policy

Employee engagement

Supply chain labour practices 
and human rights

Training and development

Access to skills/support for skills 

Climate change

Employee well-being

Fair treatment of suppliers

Living wage

Marketing and sustainability2

Supply chain 
environmental impacts3 

Waste and recycling

Employee relations

Paper and resource use

Supplier diversity

Our client work

Our people

Environment

Supply chain

Social investment

Governance and 
management

1  Including anti-bribery and corruption, client work ethics such as sensitive products and marketing to children, operating in sensitive countries, ethical standards among 
partners (JVs, affiliates, associates) and acquisitions.

2 Including sustainable consumption.
3 Including environmental impacts of marketing campaigns.
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Quantifying our impacts
We aim to maximise the positive value our business  
brings and to minimise negative impacts. To help us  
do this, we carry out research to quantify our impacts  
in terms of their monetary cost or benefit to society.  
This enables us to compare the relative significance  
of different types of impacts and, over time, may  
help us to enhance our positive contribution. 

Our latest research findings are summarised in  
the diagram below. They show a significant positive 
economic impact through payments to governments,  
our people and supplier partners as well as a positive  
social impact through our social investment and  
activities such as training and internships. 

Among the impacts we have valued, our main negative 
impact relates to the cost to society and future generations 
of greenhouse gas emissions associated with our business 
activities. Waste disposal is also a negative impact. 

Some impacts are very difficult to quantify and we are 
not yet able to include them in our analysis. For example,  
if our communications services help clients to increase 
product sales this could stimulate growth and help create 
jobs but could also increase consumption of resources. 
These impacts may also vary significantly from project  
to project depending on the nature of the client’s business 
and the particular assignment undertaken. 

The methodology used to evaluate our impacts is 
outlined on our website, wpp.com/sustainability. 
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Our 
impact

Positive impact

Negative impact

Indirect impact

The economy

£13.1bn
The direct contribution our 

activities make to the 
worldwide economy.

Our expenditure with 
supplier partners 
provides indirect 

benefits to the economy, 
supporting livelihoods 

and job creation.

Paid to our people in 
salaries and benefits, 

provides cash injection 
into local economies in 

the 112 countries in 
which we operate.

Summary of our impact

Social investment

£397m
Beyond the initial donation,

our social investment 
contributes to improving 

health, community 
cohesion, human 

rights and the 
environment.

Youth
employment

£8.0m
Internships at 

our companies
created benefits by
helping some young 

people find jobs 
more quickly.

Carbon
emissions

£5.3m
Net cost to society from 

greenhouse gas emissions
caused by our business 

activities.

Waste

£0.1m
The cost to society 

from waste we 
generate that isn’t 

recycled.

Skills

£38.9m
The additional human 
capital benefit for our 

sta undertaking 
training courses.

Our people

£7.6bn

Supplier partners

£3.0bn

Governments

£1.6bn
Tax payments to 

governments support 
public service provision and 

local socio-economic 
development.
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Sustainability KPIs summary

Performance  
in 2017

£2.11 billion revenue from clients who engaged 
with WPP on sustainability

Increased

188,100 people completed refreshed anti-bribery 
and corruption training since 2016

Increased

187,100 people completed our ethics training  
since 2016

Increased

208,000 people completed online Privacy and 
Data Security Awareness training since 2016

Increased

35% women in executive leadership Improved

49% women in senior management Improved

21% ethnic minorities in senior management  
in the UK and US

No change

28% ethnic minorities in our workforce  
in the UK and US

No change

£44.9m training spend, £334 per person Reduced

74% satisfied with work-life balance Improved

1.71 tonnes of CO2e per person (target 1.8) Improved

20% of floor space certified to advanced  
green building standards (target 25%)

Improved

26% of electricity from renewable sources  
(target 25%)

Improved

£12.7m in pro bono work Improved

£7.7m in charitable donations Improved

Social investment equivalent to 0.97%  
of reported profit before tax

Reduced

£29m worth of free media space negotiated  
by WPP companies

Improved

£49.4m total social contribution, equivalent  
to 2.36% of reported profit before tax

Improved

About our reporting
We have been reporting on our sustainability performance 
since 2002. We aim for sustainability to be embedded into 
the way we work and to reflect this in our reporting to 
investors and other stakeholders. This year we have further 
integrated sustainability into our Annual Report through 
this review. We also provide further details, data and case 
studies at wpp.com/sustainability. 

Sustainability data is for the calendar year 2017.  
The majority of our data is collected quarterly through  
our Group financial reporting system. This covers all 
subsidiaries of the Group – 134,000 direct employees.  
It does not include associate companies or joint ventures. 
Some people data is collected through an HR Survey issued 
to our global HR directors. This covers 79% of the Group. 

Our carbon footprint, some environmental and some 
people data is verified by Bureau Veritas, an independent 
assurance provider. Its verification statement is published 
on our website, wpp.com/sustainability. 

Online information
More information on our approach to sustainability 
including additional performance data and case 
studies from our companies is published on our 
website, wpp.com/sustainability.
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Effective marketing has the power to shape ideas and 
change behaviour. It can be a powerful tool to bring about 
positive change on social and environmental issues and  
to help brands, governments and NGOs achieve their 
sustainability goals. Given the power of marketing, it is 
essential that we meet high ethical standards in our work, 
have clear policies and procedures governing the way we 
operate and support our people to make the right decisions. 

Sustainability in marketing
We work with clients on sustainability across our 
disciplines. This work is growing in importance as more  
of our clients seek to develop brands with purpose and  
to integrate social and environmental values into their 
communication. This can include:

 • Data investment management: Providing insight into 
future trends, changing consumer attitudes to social  
and environmental issues and testing the impact of 
sustainability strategy and communications approaches.

 • Brand consulting: Integrating social and environmental 
values into brand and business strategy.

 • Consumer and citizen communications: Helping clients 
communicate credibly with consumers and citizens on 
sustainability. This can include cause-related marketing 
that brings together brands with charities and social 
marketing campaigns for NGOs and governments 
addressing health, safety and environmental issues.

 • Internal communications: Engaging internal audiences 
on social and environmental issues.

 • Stakeholder communications: Our public relations and 
public affairs companies help clients to communicate 
with regulators, the media, NGOs and the public on 
sustainability issues.

Ethical standards and culture
We aim to create a consistent culture across WPP 
companies and locations, helping our people to apply  
our standards and make the right decisions. Our policy 
framework is supported by training and guidance for  
our people and the work of our HR, compliance, audit  
and sustainability teams. 

The WPP Code of Business Conduct provides the ethical 
framework for WPP and our companies. It summarises  
our values, principles and key points of policy that apply to 
everyone at WPP. It is supported by more detailed policies 
in areas such as anti-bribery and corruption, hospitality 
and gifts, facilitation payments and the use of third-party 

advisors as well as our Human Rights Policy Statement  
and Sustainability Policy. Our companies incorporate  
these principles into their own policies and procedures. 

All our people complete online ethics training, which 
helps them deal with a wide range of ethical, social and 
environmental subjects they may encounter in their work. 
Topics covered include diversity, human rights, conflicts  
of interest and avoiding misleading work. 

Our online training on anti-bribery and corruption 
covers the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act and UK Bribery 
Act on issues such as hospitality and gifts, facilitation 
payments and the use of third-party advisors. 

Training is updated every 2-3 years and our people  
are required to repeat the training following each update 
and on joining the Group. As part of our audit process,  
we monitor for non-completion of training and remediate 
where we find this. Over 188,100 people have completed 
our anti-bribery and corruption training and over 187,100 
have completed our ethics training since the last update in 
summer 2016. 

Management and compliance
Responsibility for ethics and compliance lies with our 
Group Chief Counsel. We have a Group-level Committee  
that meets regularly to discuss ethical and compliance 
issues and new risk areas. Committee members include  
the Group Chief Counsel, Group Chief Privacy Officer  
and Deputy General Counsel, Director of Internal Audit, 
Group Finance Director and the Chief Talent Officer.  
The Committee met twice in 2017.

Senior managers in all our companies and our business 
and supplier partners are asked to sign a copy of the WPP 
Code of Business Conduct each year to confirm they will 
comply with its principles. 

Breaches or alleged breaches of our Code are 
investigated by the WPP legal and internal audit teams.  
Our people can report concerns or suspected cases of 
misconduct in confidence through our third party-managed 
Right to Speak facility, overseen by our legal and internal 
audit departments. Our people can access it via phone  
or email and report concerns in their local language. It is 
publicised through induction packs, the Group intranet,  
the WPP Policy Book and our ethics training. There were 
106 calls made via Right to Speak during 2017, all of  
which were followed up, investigated where appropriate 
and reported to the Audit Committee. 

Sustainability and our client work
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Associates, affiliates and acquisitions 
We expect associate companies (those in which we  
hold a minority stake) and affiliate companies (preferred 
partners to whom we may refer business) to adopt ethical 
standards that are consistent with our own.

Our due diligence process for acquisitions and expansion 
into new markets includes a review of ethical risks 
including those relating to bribery and corruption, human 
rights or ethical issues associated with client work. 

Acquired businesses must adopt our policies and their 
people must undertake our ethics training within a month 
of joining the Group. This is included in the integration 
plan agreed before the acquisition is finalised and we 
monitor progress after acquisition. 

Compliance with marketing standards
We expect our companies to comply with all relevant legal 
requirements and codes of practice for marketing standards 
in the work they produce for clients. A small number of  
the campaigns we produce give rise to complaints, some  
of which are upheld by marketing standards authorities. 
Our companies take action where needed to prevent  
a recurrence.

Our agencies have policies and processes to ensure that 
online advertising does not appear on sites with illegal, illicit 
or unsuitable content. We work with suppliers and other 
partners on this issue and support initiatives such as The City 
of London Police Operation Creative. In 2017, GroupM 
participated in the EU Commission ‘Follow the Money – 
Online Advertising’ IPR enforcement expert meetings.

Ethical decisions in our work
Our work for clients can sometimes raise ethical issues,  
for example work for government clients, work relating  
to sensitive products or marketing to children. We have  
a review and referral process for work that may present  
an ethical risk.

Before accepting potentially sensitive work, our people 
are required to elevate the decision to the most senior 
person in the relevant office and then to the most senior 
executive of the WPP company in the country concerned, 
who will decide if further referral to a WPP executive is 
required. Our people are trained on this referral process 
during our ethics training. 

Companies also have copy-checking and clearance 
processes through which campaigns are reviewed  
by the legal team before publication. Requirements  
are particularly comprehensive in sectors such as 
pharmaceutical marketing which are highly regulated.

Human rights
Respect for human rights is a fundamental principle for 
WPP. We aim to prevent, identify and address any negative 
impacts on human rights associated with our business 
activities. We look for opportunities to positively promote 
human rights, including through our pro bono work. 

Our human rights policy statement summarises our 
approach. It reflects international standards and principles, 
including the International Bill of Human Rights, the UN’s 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, the 
International Labour Organization’s Declaration on 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work and the 
Children’s Rights and Business Principles. It is published  
on our website, wpp.com/sustainability. 

We are a member of the United Nations Global Compact 
and committed to its 10 principles, including those relating 
to human rights. This review forms part of our third 
communication on progress and further information  
is published on our website. 

Our direct and indirect human rights impacts

Direct impact

Our
people

On-site
contractors

Workers in our
supply chain

Citizens and consumers impacted 
by our client campaigns and 

pro bono work for human 
rights organisations

Indirect influence

Indirect influence

Indirect influence

Our main human rights impact is as a major employer. 
We aim to embed respect for human rights into our 
employment practices. This includes encouraging diversity, 
preventing discrimination, providing safe workplaces, 
recognising the rights of our people to freedom of 
association and collective bargaining, and not tolerating 
harassment or any form of forced, compulsory or child 
labour. Human rights is included in our compulsory  
ethics training. 

We work with supplier partners on human rights and  
set clear standards through our Supplier Code of Conduct, 
see page 59. 
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We do not tolerate any form of modern slavery, forced 
labour or human trafficking in any part of our business or 
supply chain. See page 60 and our Modern Slavery Act 
Transparency Statement for more information. 

Living wage
In the UK we are now a living wage employer accredited  
by the Living Wage Foundation. This means that WPP,  
the parent company, and all our UK companies pay  
the voluntary living wage to our people and all on-site 
contractors such as cleaning, security and catering staff  
in the UK. This exceeds the UK’s statutory national  
living wage. 

Our policy is not to offer unpaid internships and 
apprenticeships anywhere in the world.

Operating in sensitive countries
We use a variety of sources to understand and manage  
any risks associated with different countries of operation, 
including the Transparency International Corruption Index, 
Human Rights Watch country reports and any relevant 
governmental guidance. We comply with all relevant 
sanctions regimes.

Human rights and marketing 
Client marketing campaigns can have an impact on human 
rights and, where relevant, we work with our clients on 
these issues. This includes protecting children’s rights in 
relation to marketing. WPP companies will not undertake 
work designed to mislead on human rights issues.

Our companies provide creative services to organisations 
involved in protecting and promoting human rights, often 
on a pro bono basis. This is our main opportunity to 
positively promote human rights. Many examples are 
included in our Pro bono book, wpp.com/probono/2017.

Public policy and lobbying
We are involved in public policy activity in two ways. Our 
public affairs businesses carry out work for clients, including 
direct lobbying of public officials and influencing public 
opinion. On occasion, we also engage in the public policy 
process on issues that affect WPP and our companies.

We believe that business can make a valuable 
contribution to the debate on regulation and government 
policy. However, to protect the public interest, it is 
important that business lobbying is conducted with 
honesty, integrity and transparency.

Our public affairs companies include: Burson Cohn & 
Wolfe and its affiliates: Prime Policy Group, Direct Impact  
and Penn Schoen Berland; Finsbury; Glover Park Group; 
Hill+Knowlton Strategies and its affiliates: Dewey Square 
Group and Wexler & Walker Public Policy Associates; 
OGR; Benenson Strategy Group. The majority of their 
work takes place in the US and the EU, although many 
clients are multinational businesses.

Our standards
Our political activities are governed by our Code of 
Business Conduct and other ethical policies (see above), 
which commit us to acting ethically in all aspects of our 
business and to maintaining the highest standards of 
honesty and integrity. These apply to all employees, 
directors and entities in the Group. 

Many of our companies are members of professional 
organisations and abide by their codes of conduct. 
Examples include the UK’s Association of Professional 
Political Consultants (APPC), the self-regulatory body 
for UK public affairs practitioners, and the European 
Public Affairs Consultancies’ Association (EPACA), the 
representative trade body for public affairs consultancies 
working with EU institutions.

WPP companies comply with all applicable laws and 
regulations governing the disclosure of public affairs 
activities. In the US, this includes the Lobby Disclosure Act 
and the Foreign Agent Registration Act, which are designed 
to achieve transparency on client representation and require 
lobby firms to register the names of clients on whose behalf 
they contact legislators or executive branch personnel.  
A number of our companies are listed on the voluntary  
EU Transparency Register of lobbying activities. 

It is WPP’s practice that those of its US companies whose 
sole or primary business is lobbying have representatives  
of both major political parties among senior management.

We will not undertake work that is intended or designed 
to mislead. We do not knowingly represent ‘front groups’ 
(organisations which purport to be independent NGOs but 
are controlled by another organisation for the purpose of 
misleading) and seek to ensure we are aware of who the 
underlying client is before taking on work.

Mark Linaugh, Chief Talent Officer, has overall 
responsibility for our public affairs practices and is a member 
of our Ethics Committee. Ultimate responsibility for our 
political activities rests with our Executive Directors.

Any associates carrying out political activities on our 
behalf are expected to comply with our Code of Business 
Conduct and other relevant policies.
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Political contributions
Our policy on political donations is included in the  
WPP Policy Book that applies to all WPP employees and 
companies worldwide. Our internal audit team assesses 
compliance with our Policy Book as part of its Group-wide 
audit program. WPP the parent company does not make 
political contributions. WPP companies are not permitted to 
make cash political donations. Any other donations require 
prior approval of the Executive Directors. This includes 
attendance at political party conferences and events which 
are classed as political contributions in some jurisdictions. 

Political action committees
In countries where it is consistent with applicable law, 
individuals working at WPP companies may make personal 
voluntary political contributions directly to candidates for 
office. Several of our businesses, including Burson Cohn  
& Wolfe/Prime Policy, Glover Park Group, Hill+Knowlton 
Strategies and Wexler & Walker, also maintain political 
action committees (PACs) which accept voluntary 
donations from their people to support political candidates. 
During 2017 and early 2018, around $172,000 was given 
through these PACs to federal candidates.

Lobbying and political advocacy
We occasionally contribute to the debate on public policy 
issues relevant to our business, sometimes operating 
through our public affairs companies. For example, we 
support a Brexit deal that allows freedom of movement  
for qualified employees and we are working with other 
businesses and the CBI to engage with the UK Government 
on this issue. 

We engage in partnerships and advocacy on 
sustainability issues, for example, through the Common 
Ground initiative in support of the UN Global Goals,  
see page 61. WPP is one of the founding members of the 
Business Against Slavery Forum in partnership with  
other businesses and the UK Government. 

We gave evidence to a number of Government 
committees during 2017 in the UK. Bethan Crockett, 
Senior Director of Brand Safety and Digital Risk at 
GroupM, gave evidence to the Select Committee on Digital, 
Culture, Media and Sport inquiry on fake news. Sir Martin 
Sorrell gave evidence to the House of Lords advertising 
industry inquiry. Our companies also contribute to public 
debate in areas where they have expertise and a special 
interest – our digital and research companies, for example, 
are involved on privacy and data protection issues.

We follow Government rules in relation to ‘cooling-off’ 
periods for people joining WPP from public office or the 
public sector.

Membership of trade associations 
We are members of trade associations, industry groups  
and memberships organisations which undertake lobbying 
activity on behalf of their members. 

At a parent company level our memberships in the  
US are the American Benefits Council, British American 
Business Inc, The Business Council, Business Roundtable, 
Council on Foreign Relations, Northeast Business Group 
on Health and the Wall Street Journal CEO Council. 

In the UK they are the All Party Parliamentary 
Corporate Responsibility Group, British American  
Business London Transatlantic Council, Business Disability  
Forum, CBI, Chambre de Commerce Française de Grande 
Bretagne, China Britain Business Council, Institute of 
Business Ethics, PARC, Trilateral Commission, Women  
on Boards and the World Economic Forum. 

Memberships at an operating company level include  
the local advertising, PR, public affairs, market research  
or other relevant industry association as well as national 
chambers of commerce and business councils.

Privacy and data security
WPP companies work with many categories of data and  
we use the term data in its broadest sense. We include 
within this definition client data, consumer data and  
all information and data related to the operation of  
our businesses.

We have rigorous privacy and data security standards 
and procedures governing how we collect, use and store  
this data to protect consumer privacy and reduce risks  
to our business. 

We further strengthened our procedures in 2017 to 
ensure we comply with the requirements of the EU’s 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) across  
our business.
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Our policies and standards
Our Data Code of Conduct applies to all WPP companies 
and provides a clear framework for the responsible 
collection, management, use and protection of data. It is 
supported by our global IT security, privacy and social 
media policies and our security standards, known as our 
General Computing Controls, which are based on ISO 
27001. These standards will include GDPR from 2018. 
Where necessary, we are reviewing and updating our 
policies to ensure they reflect the GDPR requirements. 

We have appointed a Group Chief Privacy Officer to lead 
our work on privacy and partner with our companies and 
security and audit teams to promote privacy best practices. 

Privacy leads in our companies oversee the 
implementation of our policies at a local level. They report 
progress to the Group via our Group Chief Counsel, Group 
Chief Privacy Officer and Group Finance Director. 

Any supplier who collects, manages or stores employee, 
consumer or client data on behalf of WPP, our companies 
and our clients must have the right data security and 
privacy standards in place. We conduct due diligence on 
data suppliers and embed privacy requirements in our 
supplier contracts, which include reference to GDPR. 

Training and resources
Our SAFER DATA platform provides information, 
guidance and resources to help our people understand 
privacy risks and to apply our policies to their work. 

We have added a range of resources to help our 
companies comply with the GDPR and engage with clients 
and suppliers on privacy. These include our GDPR toolkit, 
which contains guidance notes, model data protection 
contract clauses, template privacy impact assessment  
tools, policy templates and other resources. 

The portal also includes a ‘SAVEMYDATA’ reporting 
tool, to allow our people to raise concerns and questions 
they have about data issues direct with our in-house  
legal teams.

Privacy and data protection are everyone’s responsibility. 
All employees in the Group complete our mandatory  
global online Privacy & Data Security Awareness training.  
This has been completed by 208,419 people since 2016. 

We have also conducted over 50 face-to-face training 
sessions with our companies and country leads on GDPR, 
in Europe, Asia and North America. 

Managing privacy risks in our companies 
We take a risk-based approach to managing privacy, 
prioritising engagement with our companies who collect 
and use most personal data. 

Our annual Data Health Checker survey helps us to 
identify privacy risks and assess data security practices  
in our companies. A summary of results for 2017 will  
be published on our sustainability website in due course. 

Our internal audit team reviews privacy risks and 
practices as part of its Group-wide audit program. In 2018, 
we will begin auditing company compliance with specific 
GDPR controls, mandated by our Group Chief Privacy 
Officer and legal team. 

Each of our major company networks now has a GDPR 
compliance plan for assessing and managing data risks, 
which includes: conducting supplier due diligence; updating 
policies and procedures; and training employees. 

Some networks have established a GDPR Steering 
Committee to oversee progress. In addition, in 2017,  
we created new senior privacy officer roles in our Kantar, 
GroupM and Wunderman networks to lead their work  
on GDPR compliance. 

Our companies are embedding a range of privacy best 
practices to align with the GDPR, such as ensuring privacy 
impact assessments are conducted where appropriate and 
embedding privacy by design principles within our systems. 

We have consolidated and outsourced management of 
our IT systems and infrastructure across WPP companies. 
This allows consistency in data security practices. 

Working with clients and others
We partner with clients, industry organisations and peer 
companies on privacy issues. For example, we are working 
with the Internet Advertising Bureau (IAB) Europe to help 
develop its GDPR Transparency & Consent Framework. 

GDPR also represents an opportunity for the Group  
to work with clients to help them embed privacy best 
practice within their marketing and campaign strategies. 
This includes, for example, the integration of privacy by 
design principles into deliverables and ensuring GDPR  
best practice is adopted for managing consent.
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Our clients choose WPP companies because of the 
creativity and effectiveness of our people. This makes  
talent management a critical focus for the Group.  
Our priorities are: 

 • Attracting and retaining the best, most forward- 
thinking talent.

 • Improving diversity and inclusion.

 • Investing in training, development and skills.

 • Offering attractive compensation, flexible working 
practices and a stimulating work environment.

WPP’s Talent Team supports leadership and human 
resources professionals in our companies, providing 
guidance on current issues and facilitating best practice 
sharing. Our Code of Business Conduct, Human Rights 
Policy Statement and Sustainability Policy set out our core 
principles for people management. Detailed policies and 
implementation are determined at operating company  
level, reflecting local circumstances. 

Diversity and inclusion
A blend of views and experience helps our teams to create 
work that connects with our clients’ diverse and global 
consumer base. 

We promote and monitor inclusive working practices 
and support our companies to increase diversity through 
awareness raising and training, recruitment, policy 
development, mentoring and flexible working practices. 
Diversity is already included in our online ethics training 
completed by all employees and, during 2018, we will  
add further modules on unconscious bias. 

WPP is a signatory to the 4As diversity and inclusion 
pledge in the US.

Gender balance
We aim for gender balance at all levels within the Group. 
We have achieved this across the business overall but, 
despite a small increase this year, women remain under-
represented in senior leadership. Addressing this is a priority. 

We run mentoring and development programs  
to support career progression for our senior women.  
These include:

 • Walk the Talk, our award-wining program that aims  
to address the gender imbalance at leadership level.  
It gives participants the chance to focus on their 
ambitions and develops their confidence to take  
the next steps towards their goals. Over 870 senior 
female leaders had participated by the end of 2017.

 • The X Factor, led by Charlotte Beers, the former global 
CEO of Ogilvy & Mather and Chairman of J. Walter 
Thompson, prepares participants for the next level of 
executive leadership. 114 senior women have 
participated to date. 

 • WILL: Women in Leadership Lessons is our growing 
collection of programs targeted at enhancing the 
professional development of the Group’s high potential 
and mid-career women. WILL programs have run  
in three countries, with 264 women leaders from  
57 WPP companies attending to date.

 • Our WPP Stella network aims to address barriers that 
could prevent women progressing to senior levels within 
the Group and to facilitate the sharing of good practices 
between our companies. It runs events, coaching and 
training and a speaker database to raise the internal  
and external profile of our senior women. Piloted in the 
UK, we will be rolling out the network to additional 
geographies in 2018.

We support the UK Creative Equals program, which 
aims to get more women into creative departments and 
creative leadership roles. In the US, we support the 3% 
Movement which aims to increase the number of women 
and people of colour in creative director roles. 

We support wider efforts to tackle gender inequality 
through our Common Ground initiative, see page 61. 

Gender diversity 2013–2017

% women 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013

WPP Board 25% 29% 29% 24% 29%

WPP Board  
Non-Executive Directors 30% 33% 33% 29% 36%

Executive leaders and 
directors (operating 
companies) 35% 34% 33% 31% 32%

Senior managers 49% 48% 47% 46% 47%

Total employees  
(full-time equivalent) 54% 54% 54% 54% 54%

Gender pay gap 
We published our first UK Gender Pay Gap Report in 
March 2018. Our pay and bonus gaps reflect the lower 
proportion of women in our upper pay quartile. We  
are committed to improving the gender balance of  
our leadership teams, which is the key to tackling our 
gender pay gap. The report is available at wpp.com. 

Our people
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Women Men

Proportion receiving bonus 43.4% 44.9%

Median Mean

Gender bonus gap 46.3% 84.1%

Further data on our gender balance is shown on pages 52-53.

Flexible working and support for working parents
We estimate around 23% of our workforce have flexible 
working arrangements which include part-time working, 
flexible start and finish times, home working as well as 
career breaks and sabbaticals. 

We track return rates after maternity leave, a stage at 
which we risk losing female employees. Our data, which 
covers 67% of our companies, shows that 91% of women 
return to work after maternity leave, including 24% who 
return part-time. Almost half of our companies (48%) offer 
parental leave benefits that exceed local legal requirements. 

Ethnic diversity
We aim for our workforce to reflect the ethnic diversity  
of the markets we operate in. We measure ethnic diversity 
in our businesses in the UK and the US, using national 

definitions of ethnic/racial minorities: the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission in the UK and the Equal 
Opportunity Commission in the US. In 2017, 28% of  
our people in these countries were from ethnic minorities 
(2016: 28%).

Our companies’ activities to increase the recruitment, 
retention and promotion of ethnically-diverse candidates 
and employees include: partnering with specialist recruiters, 
diversity organisations and specific industry programs; 
attending career fairs targeting diverse candidates and 
working with colleges that have a diverse student base;  
and internships and apprenticeship programs designed  
to attract diverse candidates. 

Age diversity
Our industry has traditionally employed a young workforce 
but our age diversity is increasing over time. A mix of ages 
is beneficial to creativity and helps us create work for  
clients that appeals to the broadest consumer base, enabling 
clients to respond to the ageing population in many of  
our key markets. 

Around 18% of WPP companies have introduced 
measures to support the recruitment and retention of  
older people.

Age diversity in 2017 %

19 or under 1%

20-29 35%

30-39 37%

40-49 18%

50-59 7%

60 and over 2%

 

Ethnic minorities (UK and US) %
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2014 2015 2016 2017

Executive leaders

Senior managers

All employees

Workforce gender balance (UK) %

Men 51%

Women 49%

Gender pay gap, group median (middle)

Gender pay gap, group mean (average)

14.6%

25.5%
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Disability
Disability, mental illness or other health conditions may 
affect anyone at some point during their working life.  
We aim to provide the right support to enable people 
affected by disability to play a full role in our companies.

Nationalities and local recruitment
We operate in 112 countries and value the diversity of 
perspectives our multinational workforce brings to the 
Group. There are nine nationalities currently represented 
on the WPP Board. We estimate that globally 68% of  
senior managers were recruited from the local country  
or region in which they work.

LGBT diversity
We encourage the recruitment, retention and development 
of people from the LGBT communities. With LGBT buying 
power significant and growing, we also work with clients  
to reflect LGBT diversity in marketing.

Our companies’ involvement includes: attending, 
sponsoring and hosting LGBT-related events; attending 
careers fairs targeting LGBT candidates; establishing LGBT 
employee resource networks (such as Burson PRide, Global 
Team Blue Pride, Grey Pride, Ogilvy Pride and PrideM); 
and working with external partners such as the PRCA 
LGBT Group, Stonewall and Reaching Out MBA.

We have issued guidelines to our heads of human 
resources in all WPP companies globally on how to  
manage gender transition in the workplace.

Non-discrimination and anti-harassment
WPP does not tolerate harassment, sexual harassment, 
discrimination or offensive behaviour of any kind. 

We select and promote our people on the basis of their 
qualifications and merit, without discrimination or concern 
for factors such as race, religion, national origin, colour, 
sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, age 
or disability. These commitments are set out in our Code  
of Business Conduct, which applies to all our people and  
is available on the WPP website, in our Policy Book and  
on our intranet. Employees are trained on our commitment 
through our online ethics training, ‘How we behave’.

People are encouraged, in the first instance, to discuss 
any concerns or suspected cases of harassment or 
discrimination with their line manager, local human 
resources representative or senior manager. We also have  
an independently operated ‘Right to Speak’ helpline,  
which people can use to report concerns confidentially  
and anonymously.

Training and development
We are proud to invest in many significant development 
programs that prepare our talent to respond to changing 
client requirements. This year we increased our focus on 
programs which equip our people to work horizontally, 
connecting across the breadth of our Group to deliver for 
the growing number of clients who seek this type of service. 

Overall, we spent £44.9 million on training in 2017 
(2016: £45.1 million) with 63% of our people taking  
part in formal training programs, averaging 5.6 hours  
per person. 

Our Group training programs include: 

 • Maestro: Orchestrating Client Value: Develops the 
effectiveness and confidence of our senior client-facing 
people inspiring courage, collaboration and innovation. 
There have been 4,369 participants from 158 WPP 
companies since 2003. We’ve now launched Maestro 
Fusion, a five-day course to help our Client Team 
Leaders navigate complex business issues and to 
transform client and internal relationships from 
transactional to trust-based partnerships. 

 • WPP Mini MBA: Workshops to help our rising talent 
broaden their business and marketing knowledge, 
develop leadership skills, and deliver client value. To 
date, 3,160 of our people have participated. Our latest 
module is focused on horizontality and how to help 
clients who look to WPP to provide an agile, integrated 
and bespoke partnership across multiple disciplines. 
It covers mindsets and skills including: relationship 
building, communication and influence, cross-cultural 
competence and discipline fluency.

 • WPP Fellowship: Our pioneering three-year program 
develops high-calibre management talent with 
experience across a range of marketing disciplines.  
204 Fellows have gone through the program or  
are participating.

 • WPP MBA Fellowship program: A global 
multidisciplinary program for MBA graduates,  
with 82 participants to date.

 • WPP Leadership Toolkit for Managers: An interactive 
educational resource hosted on our Group intranet. 
Provides knowledge and tools to help users demonstrate 
effective leadership, nurture their teams, and align  
them behind organisational goals.

 • The Learning Hub: A new searchable database  
that enables WPP companies to share training  
resources and best practices. The database includes  
310 resources so far. 
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Within our companies, employees can participate  
in a further range of training opportunities to develop  
their professional skills, leadership competencies and 
functional expertise. 

Training by category %

Industry-specific skills 30%

Business skills 22%

Function skills 4%

Privacy & data skills 2%

Management skills 9%

Leadership, strategy &
business development 15%

Diversity & inclusion 4%

English language 7%

Other 7%

During 2017, 80% of our people participated in a  
formal appraisal process, and 70% of executive leaders  
and 68% of senior managers had a 360-degree appraisal.

To retain talented people within the Group, we offer 
opportunities for growth and development through our 
many locations and businesses. Around 21% of vacancies 
were filled by people already working within the Group. 
Springboard, our online Job Board, helps our people  
find new roles within our companies in the UK, China, 
Hong Kong and Singapore. 

Internships and apprenticeships 
Our companies offered 7,888 paid internships and 
apprenticeships during 2017 to attract young people into 
our industry (2016: 6,413). Examples are included on  
our sustainability website. 

It is WPP’s policy that all internships and 
apprenticeships should be paid positions so they are 
accessible to people from all socio-economic backgrounds. 
Many internships focus on diverse candidates. In the  
US, for example, several of our companies participate  
in the American Association of Advertising Agencies’ 
Multicultural Internship Program (MAIP). 

Further data on training, apprenticeships and  
internships is shown on pages 52-53.

Education partnerships
We partner with schools, colleges and universities to 
promote our industry, build skills and create a future 
pipeline of talent. Our involvement ranges from strategic 
partnerships with leading universities to working with  
local schools. Many of our people serve as visiting  
lecturers or teachers. 

Investment in skills is particularly important in faster-
growing markets where our industry is less well established. 
Our key partnerships include: the WPP School of 
Communications and Marketing at the Shanghai Arts  
and Design Academy; our partnership with the Indian 
School of Design and Innovation in Mumbai; and the  
WPP Africa Academy in Johannesburg. 

In the UK, we are participating in the Pearson College 
Rotational Degree Apprenticeship that enables young 
people to combine apprenticeships across different  
leading corporations with a business degree.

Monitoring employee views
We value feedback from our people on our policies and 
practices. We use surveys, and structured engagement with 
employee representatives as well as informal day-to-day 
dialogue to provide insight into our people’s views and 
engagement with their work. 

Employee surveys are carried out at operating company 
level but we include a set of standard questions to enable  
us to compare results in different parts of the business. 
Results are published on our sustainability website.  
Exit interviews can also provide valuable feedback on  
our employee experience. In 2017, 80% of leavers had  
exit interviews (2016: 83%).

Labour relations
We support the right of our people to join trade unions and 
to bargain collectively. We aim to have positive relations 
with unions and employee works councils. In our industry, 
trade union membership is relatively low. In 2017, around 
8% of our people were members of trade unions across  
37 countries (2016: 5%). There were 4,116 consultations 
with works councils, of which the majority were in Europe. 

We aim to avoid compulsory redundancies where 
possible and, in cases where redundancies are necessary, 
our HR teams and Employee Assistance Programs support 
affected people.

WPP Annual Report 2017

50

How we're doing
Sustainability review
Our people



We are transparent in reporting the number of cases 
against WPP companies through employment tribunals and 
other external channels. In 2017, 267 cases were reported, 
compared to 280 cases in 2016. During the year, 333 cases 
were finalised (including cases reported from prior years). 
Of these, 37 were withdrawn, 58 agreed between parties, 
142 judged against Group companies and 96 judged  
in favour.

Health, safety and well-being
Supporting our people in looking after their physical and 
mental health and well-being helps us to attract and retain 
the best people, improve productivity and effectiveness  
and reduce the costs of sickness absence. The main health 
and safety risks within our workplaces are stress and 
ergonomic injuries.

Within our operating companies our employees can 
access a range of health and well-being benefits such as: 
fitness facilities or subsidised gym memberships (63%  
of our companies); health and nutrition services (56%), 
including health insurance and medical assessments; 
counselling services (52%), including employee assistance 
programs; and ergonomic risk assessments and specialist 
equipment (64%). Factors such as office design and flexible 
working policies (page 48) can also play an important role  
in employee well-being. 

Stress is a particular challenge in our fast-paced and 
client-focused industry. We need to take a dual approach 
– ensuring we have the right policies and procedures to 
identify and prevent stress as well as an open culture where 
our people feel able to talk about concerns and get support 
when they need it. 

In markets where there is a long-hours culture, our 
companies take additional measures, such as restrictions on 
overtime and monthly review of overtime data by agency 
management, as well as targeted support for employees.

Management and performance
Health and safety systems and procedures are managed 
within our companies and include training, audits and  
risk assessments. 

4.0600,000

500,000

400,000

300,000

200,000

100,000

0 0.0

1.0
0.5

1.5
2.0
2.5

3.5
3.0

1716151413

3.43.23.03.23.5

Days lost due to sickness 

Days lost to 
sickness (including 
injuries and stress)
Days lost per person

The overall sickness rate was 3.4 days per person in  
2017 (2016: 3.2 days). This includes both non-work related 
illness or injuries, work-related injuries and work-related 
occupational diseases such as work-related stress or 
repetitive strain injuries. There were no work-related 
fatalities in 2017. 
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We aim to achieve a gender 
balance in our workforce at  
all levels and to invest in our 
people’s skills through training 
and development. Here we show 
data in our mature markets  
and some of the world’s  
faster-growing markets.*

* Top 10, BRIC, Next 11 
(the Group has no 
operations in Iran), 
CIVETS and MIST.
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We aim for WPP to be a low carbon and resource  
efficient Group. 

Climate change and our business
Climate change is a major threat to global social and 
economic development. We support urgent action to tackle 
climate change through the Paris Agreement. We have  
been working to cut our carbon footprint since 2006. 

Taking action on climate change reduces risks to our 
business. It cuts costs associated with energy use and travel; 
enables us to comply with the environmental requirements 
in client tender processes; supports employee engagement; 
and strengthens our credibility as advisors to clients on 
sustainability communications. 

Governance and risk management
Paul Richardson, Group Finance Director, has overall 
responsibility for our climate change strategy and  
risk management. He gives an annual assessment  
of sustainability risks and opportunities (including  
climate change) and performance to the Board.

Climate change-related risks are integrated into our 
overall risk management processes. Performance and 
updated risk implications are reviewed by the Audit 
Committee on a bi-annual basis. Assessment of risk is 
informed by feedback from investors, clients and our 
people. Types of risk considered include potential for 
increased regulatory requirements, financial risks associated 
with energy costs, reputational risks, physical risks (i.e. 
weather-related) to our offices, and the opportunities  
to advise our clients on sustainability strategy and 
communications and low-carbon products. We are 
analysing how the transition to a low-carbon economy  

in line with the Paris Agreement may affect our client base 
and the potential impact on WPP. 

We support the Task Force on Climate-related Financial 
Disclosures and aim to develop our disclosures in line  
with the Task Force’s recommendations. 

We estimate the cost to society from our emissions  
to be £5.3 million, see page 40. 

Our climate strategy
We work to reduce our carbon emissions through a  
focus on:

 • Office energy use: Improving the energy efficiency of  
our buildings and IT, and consolidating our office space.

 • Air travel: Reducing non-essential flights by promoting 
video conferencing. We offset 100% of emissions from 
our business air travel.

 • Renewable energy: Increasing the proportion  
of renewable electricity purchased. 

Our target was to reduce carbon emissions to 1.8 tonnes 
of CO2e per person by 2020, a 47% reduction on our 2006 
baseline. We also have an annual reduction target of 4%. 
We use a carbon intensity target per person, as headcount  
is closely linked to levels of business activity and this allows 
us to reflect the impact of acquisitions and disposals 
without needing to adjust our baseline. 

We have met our target ahead of a schedule and will  
set a new target during 2018. We aim to align our target 
with climate science and the requirements of the Science 
Based Targets Initiative. 

We participate in the CDP Climate Change program,  
a collaboration of institutional investors, and scored B in 
2017 for our climate strategy and reporting (2016: A-).

Environment
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Performance in 2017
We reduced our carbon footprint per person by 8%  
year-on-year and by 50% against our 2006 baseline.  
We also reduced our carbon footprint per £million revenue 
by 13% year-on-year and by 67% compared with 2006. 

Since 2006, we have reduced absolute carbon emissions 
by 39,800 tonnes, a 15% reduction. 

The reduction in our carbon footprint this year is due  
to improvements in office energy consumption, an increase 
in the proportion of energy purchased from renewable 
sources including renewable energy certificates (RECs)  
and a reduction in business air travel. Changes in scope 2 
carbon emissions factors reflecting a global increase in 
renewable energy generation have also had an impact. 

Our energy use decreased by 3% year-on-year due  
to improvements in office energy efficiency and 
consolidation of office space. Since 2006, our total  
energy use has increased by 7% but energy use per  
person has fallen by 37%. 

Air travel fell by 4% year-on-year (total miles travelled 
and miles per person). This is due to cost controls as well  
as an increase in the use of our videoconferencing facilities. 
Since 2006, total miles travelled have increased by 32%  
but miles per employee has fallen by 22%. 

Carbon footprint in 2017 %

Stationary fuel combustion 3%

Purchased electricity 45%

Business air travel 39%

Other estimated impacts 13%
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Building and IT energy use
We invest in low-carbon, energy-efficient office buildings.  
We are also consolidating our offices, aiming to use space 
more efficiently and encourage collaboration between our 
companies. When we lease, purchase, fit out or renovate  
a building larger than 50,000 square feet, we require it to  
be certified to an internationally-recognised green building 
standard. This includes the US standard LEED and the  
UK standard BREEAM. We estimate this reduces energy  
use by around 21% per location.

Offices below 50,000 square feet must either be certified  
or assessed against our own scorecard covering energy and 
carbon; water; materials and waste; travel; and health & safety.

Today, over 4.7 million square feet, 20% of our total 
floor space, is certified to recognised standards (2016: 18%) 
against our target of 25% by 2020. We have made steady 
progress since 2007 when 1% of our floor space was 
certified, and have a pipeline of major projects in cities  
in Europe, Asia and the Americas.

We aim to design and run our offices in a way that 
promotes our people’s well-being, looking at factors such  
as indoor air quality (especially in large congested cities), 
thermal comfort, lighting levels, noise and acoustics.  
This is good for our people and can contribute to increased 
productivity. To improve our understanding of healthy 
buildings, we successfully tested the WELL Building 
Standard at our operating company GTB’s new offices  
in Shanghai. We aim to follow this standard for  
major projects. 

Our managed print program is being deployed at  
56 of our largest locations globally and is expected to 
reduce paper use by 15% and printer energy use by  
61% at these locations. 
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Carbon emissions statement 2017
CO2e emissions breakdown (in tonnes of CO2e)

Emission source 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013
Base year 

2006

Scope 1 Natural gas combustion 6,602 6,617 6,677 7,203 8,757 1,946

Heating oil combustion 1,046 1,234 1,458 2,546 2,548 682

Total scope 1 emissions 7,648 7,851 8,135 9,749 11,305 2,628

Scope 2 Total purchased electricity  
at grid average intensity (gross) 130,947 144,962 153,798 159,540 157,471 149,728

Total purchased heat & steam 1,963 1,884 – – – –

Less purchases of renewable electricity  
(see note 6) 30,586 29,941 30,580 21,192 21,299 –

Total scope 2 emissions (net) 102,324 116,905 123,218 138,348 136,172 149,728

Scope 3 Business air travel 89,518 92,445 98,885 96,590 95,879 81,714

Other estimated scope 3 emissions  
(see note 4) 29,924 32,581 34,536 36,703 36,503 35,111

Total scope 3 emissions 119,442 125,026 133,421 133,293 132,382 116,825

Total CO2e emissions (net) 229,414 249,782 264,774 281,390 279,859 269,181

Total CO2e emissions (gross) 260,000 279,723 295,354 302,582 301,158 269,181

WPP’s carbon intensity (in tonnes CO2e)
Intensity metric 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013

Base year 
2006

Tonnes per employee (net) 1.71 1.86 2.07 2.28 2.35 3.39

Percentage change from 2006 (50%) (45%) (39%) (33%) (31%) –

Tonnes per £m revenue (net) 15.03 17.36 21.64 24.41 25.40 45.56

Percentage change from 2006 (67%) (62%) (53%) (46%) (44%) –

Office energy use (in megawatt hours)
Energy type 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013

Base year 
2006

Direct energy use (natural gas and heating oil) 36,415 37,174 38,287 44,847 52,532 12,099

Indirect energy use (purchased electricity,  
heat & steam) 293,463 301,863 315,731 314,773 328,374 295,396

Total energy use 329,878 339,037 354,018 359,620 380,906 307,495

% of electricity from renewable sources 26% 22% 21% 14% 15% 0%
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Notes to carbon emissions statement 2017
1. Reporting standard
Our carbon emissions statement 2017 has been prepared in accordance 
with the World Resource Institute (WRI) and World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) Greenhouse Gas Protocol:  
A Corporate Accounting and Reporting Standard, Revised Edition  
(the GHG Protocol). 

2. Greenhouse gases
All greenhouse gases emissions figures are in metric tonnes of carbon 
dioxide equivalents (CO2e). They include three of the six greenhouse 
gases covered by the Kyoto Protocol – carbon dioxide (CO2), methane 
(CH4) and nitrous oxide (N2O). Per fluorocarbons (PFCs), hydro 
fluorocarbons (HFCs) and sulphur hexafluoride (SF6) emissions have 
been omitted as they are not a material source of greenhouse gases  
for WPP. 

3. Organisational boundary
Emissions data is included for all operations for which WPP and its 
subsidiaries have operational control. This covers 134,000 people. 
Associate companies are excluded.

4. Operational boundary
We include the following emissions in our reporting: 
 – Direct emissions (scope 1): Fuel used to heat WPP premises 

(combustion of natural gas and heating oil).
 – Indirect emissions (scope 2): All purchased electricity, including 

electricity purchased at grid average carbon intensity, purchased 
heat and steam, and renewable electricity purchased under specific 
contractual instruments, such as green-tariff contracts with supplier 
partners and energy attribute certificates (e.g. renewable energy 
certificates in the US or guarantees of origin in the EU).

 – Other indirect emissions (scope 3): Business air travel and an 
estimate for other scope 3 emissions that we do not currently 
measure on a global basis, including emissions from leased cars, 
taxis and couriers. This estimate is an additional 15% that we add  
to our carbon footprint and is shown under ‘other estimated  
scope 3 emissions’.

5. Geographic scope
Our CO2e emissions data covers our worldwide operations. 

6. Emission factors
CO2e emissions have been calculated on the basis of measured or 
estimated energy use, fuel use and miles travelled, multiplied by the 
relevant carbon emission factors. Our data is based on the following 
emissions factors:

Emission scope Emission factors used 
Scope 1  
(fuel used to heat  
WPP premises)

IPCC 2006 Guidelines for National 
Greenhouse Gas Inventories 
(using global warming potentials 
from the 2007 IPCC Fourth 
Assessment Report).

Scope 2  
(purchased electricity)

–  For the US: US Environmental 
Protection Agency eGRID 2016 
(released in February 2018)

–  For the UK: UK Department for 
Environment, Food & Rural 
Affairs (Defra), GHG Conversion 
Factors for Company Reporting 
(2017)

–  For all other countries: 
International Energy Agency, 
CO2 Emissions from Fuel 
Combustion, 2017 Edition

Scope 3  
(business air travel)

UK Department for Environment, 
Food & Rural Affairs (Defra), GHG 
Conversion Factors for Company 
Reporting (2017).

We follow the market-based method of the revised version of the GHG 
Protocol Scope 2 Guidance. For full transparency, we also disclose total 
electricity purchased at grid average carbon intensity according to the 
location-based method of the Guidance mentioned above.

7. Data collection methodology
Data used to calculate CO2e emissions is collected quarterly through 
WPP’s financial reporting system, and includes some estimated data 
(e.g. in some locations electricity usage is estimated based on 
headcount or floor space). In 2017, our data covered 99% of our 
operations by headcount. The remaining 1% was extrapolated based  
on the Group’s total headcount at year-end.

8. External assurance
Our carbon data is reviewed by Bureau Veritas, an independent 
assurance provider. See its Independent Verification Statement  
on our website wpp.com/sustainability.
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Renewable energy
We increased the percentage of electricity purchased  
from renewable sources to 26% (2016: 22%), exceeding  
our 25% target. 

In some of our locations it is not possible to purchase 
electricity via green-tariff contracts. As an alternative,  
we purchase renewable energy certificates (RECs) in the  
US, our largest market. Each REC purchased is equivalent 
to purchasing 1MWh of renewable energy and promotes 
investment in renewable energy generation. 

We purchased 34,900 Green-e Energy certified RECs  
for 2017, enough to offset 49% of the electricity used  
by WPP companies in the US. We work with Renewable 
Choice Energy, a US-based business providing clean  
energy products and services.

Air travel and offsetting
We aim to reduce unnecessary business travel and  
use audio and videoconferencing to replace some  
face-to-face meetings. 

Our videoconferencing network now incorporates over 
700 units in 155 cities worldwide. We are integrating the 
system into our online collaboration platforms, enabling  
us to extend video services to all users within the Group. 

We cannot eliminate air travel since face-to-face 
meetings are often essential to our work with clients.  
We offset 100% of our remaining air travel emissions  
by purchasing high-quality carbon credits. We work  
with South Pole Group, a company that develops emission-
reduction projects. In 2017, we invested over £150,000  
to support four renewable energy-generation projects  
in faster-growing economies. Together, these projects 
generate over 380m kWh of renewable electricity a year  
and create social benefits including around 400 direct  
jobs. For example, we are supporting a wind power project 
in India which generates 268 kWh a year. The project  
has created 210 jobs during construction and 150 
permanent jobs. More information and examples are 
included on our Sustainability website. 

Our operating companies cover the cost of the carbon 
credits, based on their air travel mileage, which encourages 
initiatives to reduce air travel. Since 2007, we have 
purchased and permanently retired over 1.4 million  
carbon credits.

Value chain emissions
As well as managing our direct greenhouse gas emissions, we 
can have an influence on indirect emissions associated with 
our business activities – our value chain (scope 3) emissions. 

To help us prioritise our efforts, we have analysed our 
value chain emissions using data from the UK. This showed 
that our main sources of greenhouse gas emissions are: 

 • Day-to-day activities (direct emissions): Emissions 
associated with running our business including office 
energy use, business air travel, commuting and waste.  
With the exception of commuting, these emissions are 
covered by our current carbon strategy and target.

 • Goods and services we buy: Emissions associated with the 
goods and services we buy from supplier partners to create 
marketing campaigns for clients and to run our business. 

 • Advertising we place for clients: Emissions from the 
physical dissemination of advertising.

More details on our analysis is available on our website.  
We are exploring how we can work with clients to reduce 
the carbon footprint of media campaigns.

We aim to work with supplier partners in more  
carbon-intensive industries to improve their reporting  
and performance. 

 

Carbon emissions in our value chain %

Advertising we place 
for clients 81%

Goods and services we buy 15%

Day-to-day activities 4%

Waste and resources
We aim to use resources carefully, to reduce waste and to 
recycle as much as possible. To assist our companies, we 
have identified preferred supplier partners for recycling 
services in all major markets. We work with landlords  
on waste management in our leased properties.

In 2017, we estimate the Group generated 10,696 tonnes 
of waste (2016: 10,233) of which 54% was recycled. The 
remaining 46% was disposed of via landfill or incineration. 
Our main waste types are electronic waste and office 
consumables (eg paper, card, cans, plastic bottles and  
toner cartridges). 

WPP Annual Report 2017

58

How we're doing
Sustainability review
Environment



We aim to choose suppliers who share our values and meet 
our standards for ethical conduct, human rights, workplace 
standards and the environment. Responsible sourcing 
reduces risks for WPP and our clients.

Our approach includes: setting clear standards; 
integrating sustainability criteria into supplier selection; 
identifying and managing risks in key areas of our supply 
chain; and ensuring compliance with legislation such as  
the UK’s Modern Slavery Act.

About our supply chain
We have a large global supply chain buying goods and 
services from over 130,000 supplier partners worldwide, 
with a total global spend of £5.6 billion.

Our main categories of spend include goods and  
services used to run our companies such as IT, travel, 
telecommunications, professional services and facilities and 
those used in client work, such as advertising production, 
market research and other marketing services.

Our key contracts are negotiated centrally with WPP 
preferred suppliers. These are managed by our Group 
Procurement Team. Preferred suppliers are appointed 
following evaluation against assessment criteria, including 
risk, operational, commercial and sustainability 
considerations. 

Other contracts are negotiated by budget holders within 
our companies or centrally by WPP budget holders. Each 
operating company is expected to maintain a list of locally 
preferred suppliers based upon the formal selection process 
outlined in WPP’s procurement policy. 

Our sourcing standards
We expect suppliers to implement standards that are 
consistent with our own. Our Supplier Code Of Conduct 
mirrors the Code that applies to all WPP companies and 
people. The supplier version includes requirements relating 
to labour practices (such as wages, anti-harassment and 
discrimination, and health and safety), human rights 
(including no child, forced or bonded labour, modern 
slavery), social impacts (such as anti-bribery and 
corruption) as well as other sustainability issues. The  
Code is available on our website wpp.com/wpp/about/
howwebehave/governance/.

Our procurement policy is also aligned with the WPP 
Data Code of Conduct, our data protection and privacy 
principles, our Sustainability Policy, and our Human  
Rights Policy Statement.

We take a risk-based approach to engaging with 
suppliers, focusing on the countries or sectors where we 
believe non-compliance with our policies is more likely to 
occur or where breaches of our Code could have the most 
significant impact on the reputation of WPP or our clients. 
We look in particular at impacts related to data security 
and privacy practices, labour practices and human rights, 
environment and energy consumption. We use third-party 
sources to help identify risks, such as Maplecroft.

Our supplier engagement focuses on tier-one supplier 
partners, those with whom we have a direct commercial 
relationship. We recognise that high-risk practices may  
be more likely to occur further down the supply chain, for 
example among raw material suppliers. We aim to influence 
standards in our extended supply chain by requiring 
tier-one suppliers to implement their own supply chain 
management programs.

Supplier selection and engagement
We evaluate potential new suppliers on factors such as 
assurance of supply, quality, service, cost, innovation  
and sustainability. Anyone who buys goods and services  
in WPP companies is required to take the following  
steps when selecting supplier partners: 

 • Conduct due diligence to assess whether supplier 
partners pose a potential financial or reputational  
risk to WPP or its clients.

 • Assess operational, commercial and sustainability 
criteria to determine whether supplier partners are  
fit for purpose.

 • Apply our anti-bribery and corruption policies.

 • Have supplier partners read and sign the WPP Supplier 
Code of Conduct, confirming that they will comply  
with our standards.

 • Include a right-to-audit clause in purchase orders  
where appropriate.

Our sustainability team is working with our operating 
companies to ensure they take a consistent approach  
to implementing our responsible sourcing standards. 

Supply chain
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During 2017, we developed two additional sustainability 
questionnaires to strengthen our due diligence processes for 
supplier selection. The first, a pre-selection questionnaire,  
is for use with all potential new suppliers. It assesses 
compliance with our core standards for legal compliance, 
labour and human rights practices, environment and  
supply chain management. The second, a more detailed 
information request, will be used with selected suppliers  
to monitor standards in our supply chain and work with 
suppliers to address gaps and risk areas. 

We piloted the questionnaires with over 100 suppliers  
in higher risk categories and locations including facilities 
and promotional goods suppliers in the UK, Asia Pacific 
and South America. 

Modern slavery 
Respect for human rights is a fundamental principle for 
WPP. We do not tolerate any form of modern slavery in  
our business or supply chain. We have assessed the risk  
of modern slavery for WPP. This found that the risk of 
modern slavery occurring in our operations is very low. 

As part of our due diligence processes we have also 
assessed the risk of modern slavery amongst our preferred 
suppliers in nine categories. This showed that almost 90% 
of our spend with preferred supplier partners is in medium- 
or low-risk categories for modern slavery such as HR  
and professional services. Higher risk categories include 
facilities and promotional goods suppliers. 

We found that most of our spend with preferred supplier 
partners (94%) is in countries deemed medium- or low-risk 
according to Maplecroft’s Modern Slavery Risk Index.

Our Modern Slavery Act Transparency Statement is 
published on our website and sets out the steps we have 
taken to ensure that slavery or human trafficking is not 
taking place in our business and supply chain. Our 2018 
statement will include further information and disclosures 
in response to stakeholder feedback. See wpp.com/wpp/
about/howwebehave/governance/. 

Supplier diversity
We incorporate diverse supplier partners in our supply 
chain, including small businesses and those owned by 
women and minorities. This enables us to comply with 
client requirements in markets such as the US, and can 
boost innovation and creativity.
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Charities and NGOs do vital work in areas such as health, 
education, human rights and the environment, often with 
very limited resources. 

We can help them increase their impact by providing 
professional communications services for little or no fee. 
This pro bono work can play an essential role, enabling 
them to raise awareness and funds, recruit members and 
achieve campaign objectives. It benefits our business too, 
offering rewarding creative opportunities for our people 
and resulting in many award-winning campaigns that  
raise the creative profile of our companies. 

In addition to pro bono work, our agencies negotiate  
free media space for charity campaigns, enabling them to 
reach a wide audience. We also make cash donations and 
encourage our people to get involved through volunteering 
and fundraising. Around 53% of our companies have a 
formal volunteering policy and 60% organised volunteering 
activities for their people during 2017. Examples are 
included on our sustainability website. 

What we gave in 2017
In 2017, our social investment increased to £20.4 million 
(2016: £19.5 million), equivalent to 0.97% of reported 
profits before tax (2016: 1.03%). Cash donations to 
charities stood at £7.7 million and our pro bono work 
– based on fees the organisations would have paid for  
our work if we had charged commercially – was worth 
£12.7 million. The value of our social investment  
(pro bono work and charitable donations) increased  
by 5% on the previous year.

Free media space negotiated by our companies was 
worth £29.0 million in 2017 (2016: £22.8 million)  
bringing our total social contribution to £49.4 million 
(2016: £42.3 million). 

Total social contribution £m

13 17161514

39.4

49.4
42.340.2

46.9
Charitable 
contributions
Pro bono

Free media space

 

2017 pro bono work by sector %

Arts 6%

Education 21%

Environment 2%

Health 16%

Human rights 13%

Local community 42%

Social impact
Our support helps NGOs and charities to carry out 
important work in areas such as improving health  
and education, and protecting human rights. We have 
conducted research to understand the value of this impact 
to society. This shows that our pro bono work and 
charitable donations generated social benefits worth  
around £165 million in 2017, (2016: £156 million) for 
example, by helping to improve health and well-being  
in communities.

Common Ground
We launched Common Ground in 2016 – a collaboration 
between the world’s six biggest advertising and marketing 
services groups and the United Nations. Together, our aim 
is to use the power of communication to accelerate progress 
towards achieving the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
by 2030. 

Our focus as WPP is gender equality. More than 26  
of our companies have participated so far, developing over 
33 projects. Our industry has particular responsibility for 
identifying and addressing gender-biased stereotypes in the 
media and for promoting equal opportunities for women 
and girls. To ensure the longevity of this initiative, we  
have developed a long-term, strategic partnership with  
UN Women, focusing on collaboration between local  
UN offices and WPP companies. 

Examples of our work for Common Ground and other 
pro bono campaigns are included in our Pro bono book 
(wpp.com/probono2017) and the Common Ground website 
(globalcommonground.com). •

Social investment
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