
Copyright © 2006-2015  IMD -  International Institute for Management Development. All rights, including copyright, pertaining 
to the content of this website/publication/document are owned or controlled for these purposes by IMD, except when 
expressly stated otherwise. None of the materials provided on/in this website/publication/document may be used, reproduced 
or transmitted, in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording 
or the use of any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from IMD. To request such 
permission and for further inquiries, please contact IMD at pressroom@imd.ch. Where it is stated that copyright to any part of 
the IMD website/publication/document is held by a third party, requests for permission to copy, modify, translate, publish or 
otherwise make available such part must be addressed directly to the third party concerned.  

  
 
 

 

 
 
 
INSPIRING STEWARDSHIP 
 
HOW BUSINESSES CAN THRIVE WHILE ENHANCING THE WEALTH OF THEIR 
STAKEHOLDERS AND SOCIETY 
 

By Professor Didier Cossin, with Boon Hwee Ong 

 
 

 
 

IMD 
Chemin de Bellerive 23 

PO Box 915, 
CH-1001 Lausanne 

Switzerland 
 

Tel: +41 21 618 01 11 
Fax: +41 21 618 07 07 

info@imd.org 
www.imd.org 

mailto:pressroom@imd.ch


INSPIRING STEWARDSHIP I How businesses can thrive while enhancing the wealth of their stakeholders and society 
 
 

 
IMD – www.imd.org                                                                                   Page 2/4 
 

Expectations that businesses should contribute to the well-being of society have never been higher. 
There are also an increasing number of different types of firms with various ownership systems: 
state-owned enterprises, family businesses, sovereign wealth funds, publicly traded companies with 
large holdings by institutional investors, and the list goes on.  
 
Stewardship offers a way to meaningfully meet these legitimate societal expectations and to 
address the growing complexity of ownership structures.  
 
Stewardship means that those who are entrusted with wealth of any kind have an obligation to hand 
those assets down in better shape than they inherited them. It means being responsible beyond the 
individual or company, and in the long-term beyond one’s lifetime. 
 
Until recently, the dominant view was that businesses should focus on creating value for a firm’s 
owners and shareholders. But today’s companies are compelled to redefine their view of corporate 
achievement and success.  
 
Who are the steward leaders? 
 
Individuals who are intrinsically motivated and focused on the big picture are more likely to act as 
stewards than those who rely on external rewards. Steward leaders are also invariably possessed 
with long-term vision, personal alignment with a genuine corporate purpose and deep care for their 
employees. There are many examples from around the world of leaders who have behaved as 
stewards, and created value on multiple levels, and over time.  
 
Ratan Tata’s clear focus on business success as well as social and national economic impact 
provided India with a solid domestic industrial foundation over the course of his tenure (1991-2012) 
of the Tata Group, illustrating how stewardship can contribute to emerging economies. 
The family business Maersk had a clear long-term focus from the start, which continues today. 
Founded by AP Moller, the company grew from a shipping company into a global trade 
conglomerate whose legacy was secured through its deeply held values.  
 
When Chung Juy-yung founded Hyundai in 1946, his efforts led not only to the creation of a highly 
successful conglomerate, but also made a key contribution to post-war Korea’s industrial sector. 
   
While enlightened and responsible chief executives are key to driving stewardship, company 
owners, boards, and management have important roles to play in ensuring that the right governance 
is in place to foster stewardship.  
 
How can companies build stewardship? 
 
Well-stewarded organizations focus on delivering current performance without compromising future 
earnings; they also ensure the continuity of the capabilities and relationships which form the basis of 
their ability to create future value. For them, success is defined by the net positive economic, social, 
and environmental impact on future generations.  
 
Safeguarding the future requires having a vision of where the company is going and why, and 
making the trajectory possible by investing in capabilities such as R&D, marketing and branding. 
Well-stewarded organizations are able to operate effectively over longer time horizons, enabled by 
a culture based on trust, structures that are well-aligned with their strategy and purpose, and 
support from boards which think strategically in the mid- and long-term, feeding and nurturing the 
succession pipeline to secure the leadership legacy over time.   
 
Firms need to play their part in building a healthy ecosystem in which stewardship can flourish. 
They can do this internally, by stimulating intrinsic motivation in employees, and externally, through 
building clear links to stakeholders and surrounding communities to cultivate a landscape of greater 
transparency and trust.  

http://www.imd.org/
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What are steward leaders’ key characteristics? 
 
Prominent steward leaders share three key characteristics. First, they lead with impact. They are 
transformational leaders who inspire their followers to excel and achieve superior performance 
through their charisma, inspiration, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration.  
 
Second, through a combination of prudence and care, steward leaders safeguard the future and 
ensure that the organization and its stakeholders thrive over the long-term. They exercise the 
judgment and discipline to sacrifice short-term profits for long-term gain. This enables the 
organization to regenerate over time.  
 
Finally, by exercising transparency, accountability and responsibility, steward leaders demonstrate a 
deep understanding of the organization’s broader social impact to bring about positive social 
change in spheres beyond the firm.  
 
What are the stewardship risks? 
 
Leaders are human and vulnerable to hubris. With dizzying rates of change and an ever more 
connected world, leaders can be affected by shocks and volatility. For steward leaders and their 
organizations, reinvention, flexibility, and adaptability are essential. Failing to identify threats can 
threaten the very survival of an organization and the future of all those involved with it.  
 
Many leaders fall victim to their own success, and stay fixed in their ways. Others become 
enamored with their own views, overconfident and increasingly isolated in their thinking. Steward 
leaders acknowledge that they are vulnerable to risks – including those related to reputation, 
distorted perceptions of reality, transitions, feuding and political risks.  
 
Great stewards enhance their self-awareness and manage their own weak points, by pursuing 
lifelong learning and building diverse teams to challenge them about their own views.  
 
Fostering stewardship 
 
Stewardship can translate into greater focus on the quality of interaction between management, 
boards, owners and shareholders. Or it might mean taking ownership and initiative to fill in 
institutional gaps, and to reinforce capabilities where they are lacking. In all cases, by 
acknowledging and building on the connections that do exist, stewardship helps to better build firm 
wealth over time and contributes to the well-being of society.  
 
There are clear financial, economic, social and other benefits to be gained over the long-term 
through stewardship.  
 
Can you become a steward leader and help make stewardship a reality? 
 
Didier Cossin is Professor of Finance and Governance at IMD and director of the IMD Global Board 
Center. He directs High Performance Boards, a program for supervisory board members and 
chairpersons. 
 
Ong Boon Hwee is the CEO of Stewardship Asia Centre. 
 
Didier Cossin and Ong Boon Hwee are the authors of the recently released book “Inspiring 
Stewardship”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.imd.org/
http://www.imd.org/about/facultystaff/cossin.cfm
http://www.imd.org/research-knowledge/global-centers/board-center/
http://www.imd.org/research-knowledge/global-centers/board-center/
http://www.imd.org/executive-education/hpb/top-management-training/description-dates-fees/
http://www.stewardshipasia.com.sg/books.html
http://www.stewardshipasia.com.sg/books.html
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Related Programs 
 

 
 
HIGH PERFORMANCE BOARDS - http://www.imd.org/hpb 
How board directors make a real difference 
Program Director Didier Cossin 
 

• Identify what makes best practice boards 
 

• Evaluate and mitigate risk, and maximize opportunities, through strategic board involvement 
 

• Learn how to drive positive board culture, manage a board in crisis and ensure successful 
succession plans 
 

• Develop an action plan to address your board challenges 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ORCHESTRATING WINNING PERFORMANCE - http://www.imd.org/owp 
The global business program for individuals and teams 
Program Directors Michael Wade and Dominique Turpin 

 
• Get exposed to the latest management thinking and to practical and innovative solutions for 

your business 
 

• Anticipate global business trends 
 

• Boost your performance, broaden your perspectives and expand your global network 
 

• Design the program that suits you and your team 
 

• Become a complete executive through activities that develop your mental, physical, and 
emotional health 

 

http://www.imd.org/
http://www.imd.org/owp
http://www.imd.org/owp

