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Covid-19 has wreaked havoc on the global 
economy and local communities. In a matter 
of months, it has transformed from a local 
virus outbreak to a full-blown global pandemic. 
The stress it has put on society and healthcare 
systems around the world is unprecedented, 
and the impact likely protracted.

The Monetary Authority of Singapore expects 
gross domestic product to shrink by between 
4 and 7 per cent this year. And the Singapore 
government is providing close to S$100 billion 
to support businesses and help individuals tide 
over the crisis and get back on track.

Given the scale and severity of the crisis, 
businesses need to adapt quickly. Now, more 
than ever, strong and capable leadership is key 
to navigating businesses through the crisis for 
a sustainable future. 

Whether or not the virus is Mother Nature’s 
revenge, the fact is that the pandemic is 
intensifying the social, environmental and 
governance issues we have been facing. 
It is now more important than ever to sustain 
sustainability. 

At SID, we therefore felt it was timely to 
orient this issue around crisis leadership and 
sustainability.

Joanna Donne explores how directors can 
steer their companies through the different 
stages of the crisis (page 18), while Uantchern 
Loh considers the type of leadership and 
board-management dynamics needed to see 
organisations through such a journey (page 42).

The fact that so many companies, including long-
established ones, have gone belly-up is evidence 
that traditional scenario planning and related risk 
management approaches have failed to anticipate 
and plan for a crisis of this magnitude. 

As Jessica Cheam explains in the lead article 
(page 6), a deep understanding of sustainability 
issues is needed to guide policies and processes. 
Boards have to take a long hard look at their 
business models and assumptions, and 
completely overhaul their strategic planning.  

Companies must recognise that it is no longer 
business as usual, and the goalposts have shifted. 
Jeffery Tan makes the case for corporates to work 
for a better, more sustainable future (page 14), 
while Willie Cheng and Lau Yin Cheng look at 
some of the opportunities in the crisis (page 28).

As Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella notes, “we have 
seen two years of digital transformation in two 
months”. The acceleration of change should help 
us emerge stronger in a post-Covid future.

Navigating the Storm 

 By PAULINE GOH
 Chair, SID Bulletin Committee
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Leadership in Sustainability: 
Where Does Singapore Stand
By JESSICA CHEAM, Managing Director, Eco-Business
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Covid-19 has disrupted the global economy 
and upended life as we know it. In these 
unprecedented times, competent leadership 
has never been more critical, and this requires 
a deep understanding of sustainability issues.
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T
he pandemic is wreaking havoc on 
businesses and the world economy. 
The Asian Development Bank 
estimates that the financial cost 
caused by disruption related to 

the coronavirus spread could reach up to US$8.8 
trillion (S$12.5 trillion).

The virus has exposed fault lines in societies 
and put the spotlight on weak institutions 
that have failed to mount an adequate response 
for its people. In these extraordinary times, 
competent leadership has never been more 
important. 

Being an effective leader requires a deep 
understanding of the complex global forces 
shaping our modern existence. 

Start with ESG
In recent years, the rise of warning signs around 
climate change, growing inequality, resource 
scarcity, pollution and corruption, to name 
a few, has led to increased global attention 
on sustainability or environment, social and 
governance (ESG) issues.

Long regarded as a fringe concern of left-wing 
organisations, sustainability has now moved 
firmly into the mainstream global agenda. 

The UN has declared sustainable development 
–  defined by the Brundtland Commission in 
1987 as “development that meets the needs of 
the present, without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their needs”– as more 
urgent than ever today. 

Take finance for example. Even before the 
outbreak, ESG investing – where finance 
decisions are made with an ESG lens – had 
surged to a record US$30 trillion in 2019, 

according to the Global Sustainable Investment 
Alliance. This is largely driven by investors 
allocating capital in companies that not only are 
profitable but create long-term value for society. 

This trend is backed by a range of credible 
research, such as a study by Harvard Business 
School, which looked at 180 companies – 90 high 
sustainability firms versus 90 low sustainability 
ones. The results showed that the former group 
outperformed the latter in stock market value 
over the long term. 

The pandemic has also demonstrated on a large 
scale the importance of a company’s response 
to ESG drivers such as disaster preparedness, 
crisis management, continuity planning and 
employee treatment. 

When Covid-19 first emerged, some sustainability 
practitioners were worried that attention on 
ESG issues would diminish as corporate 
management switched into crisis mode. Instead, 
there has been a fresh impetus for political and 
business leaders alike to take sustainability 
issues seriously and put it at the core of 
organisation strategy.

The question is: Do they have the right mindset 
and skills for it?

Sustainable leadership demands a profound 
change in mindset by the boards of directors and 
senior management to adopt a longer-term view 
over a short-term outlook driven by quarterly 
reporting.

Future-fit companies would be those proactively 
embracing sustainability as a business 
opportunity instead of viewing it as a compliance 
exercise or a goodwill gesture to win over critical 
stakeholders.
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Singapore’s sustainability journey 
Singapore’s own journey in sustainability 
has generally mirrored global trends over the 
past few decades – albeit with its own twists 
and turns.

In the early years of independence post-1965, 
the city-state’s founding prime minister Lee 
Kuan Yew made a clean and green Singapore 
the cornerstone of his government policies. 
Lee’s successor, Goh Chok Tong, once 
remarked that Singapore was perhaps the only 
country whose Cabinet spent time reading 
gardening reports. 

But even as Singapore’s urban planners worked 
to maintain a green city, massive industrialisation 
in the 1970s and 1980s pushed businesses to 
embrace capitalism. 

CEOs largely adopted the American economist 
Milton Friedman’s view that the social 
responsibility of business is solely to increase 
profits. Corporates were not too bothered about 
human rights in the supply chain. Environmental 
pollution was considered an “externality”. 
Governance was an after-thought. 

This started changing significantly in the 1990s 
when the modern corporate sustainability 
movement was born, partly as a response to 
worries over rising globalisation. 

In 1999 at the World Economic Forum, then-UN 
Secretary General Kofi Annan warned that the 
spread of markets was outpacing the ability of 
societies to adjust, and that globalisation was 
facing a backlash – spawning protectionism, 
nationalism and terrorism, among them.
Under his leadership, the UN Global Compact 
was founded in 2000 to encourage businesses 
worldwide to adopt sustainable and socially 

responsible policies, and to report on their 
implementation. 

A series of global initiatives followed (see 
box, “Milestones in Sustainability”), from the 
Global Reporting Initiative’s first sustainability 
reporting guidelines to the Principles for 
Responsible Investment and more recently, the 
Paris Agreement on climate change and the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals.

In Singapore, the government has increasingly 
put sustainability on the national agenda. 
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong went to 
great lengths to highlight national measures to 
address climate change in his National Day 
Rally speech for the first time last year. The 
government has committed to phase out petrol 
and diesel cars by 2040, and to achieve net zero 
emissions “as soon as viable in the second half 
of the century”.

Corporate social responsibility
Singapore’s corporates have been playing catch 
up to the global sustainability movement in the 
past few years. 

For decades, corporate social responsibility, 
or “CSR” here was largely defined by 
philanthropy – cheque-writing exercises to 
selected community groups that made 
businesses look good and feel good about 
giving back.

Today, this definition of CSR is dead. 

To be a true sustainability leader does not imply 
doing more charity, or doing less evil – it requires 
putting ESG and sustainability principles at the 
heart of a business model.

What does this look like in practice?
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1967
The Garden City Programme 
was launched with a vision 
to make Singapore a highly 
liveable city filled with greenery. 
Legislation on air pollution, 
vehicle standards and 
inspection were enacted.

1994
The Triple 
Bottom Line 
(3BL) accounting 
framework of 
people, planet, 
profit is coined by 
John Elkington. 2000

The UN Global Compact (UNGC) was established for businesses to sign up to ten 
principles in the areas of human rights, labour, the environment and anti-corruption. 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) released its first Sustainability Reporting 
Guidelines, the most widely used guidelines in Singapore today.

Eight UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) form a blueprint agreed to by 
all the world’s countries and leading development institutions.

2006
The Principles for Responsible Investment (sister of UNGC) which commit 
investors to investing with an ESG lens were launched.

Creating Shared Value, the concept of corporates creating value for all players, 
was introduced by Porter and Kramer.

2005
Global Compact Network 
Singapore, the local 
chapter of the UNGC, 
was established.

2009
Inaugural Sustainable Singapore Blueprint which 
set out a national framework and key strategies for 
Singapore’s sustainable development was launched.

The Climate Action Plan was introduced to detail 
Singapore’s key strategies towards reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions.

1992
The Singapore Green
Plan was issued as 
the country’s first 
formal plan to balance 
environmental and
developmental needs.

2008
The Inter-Ministerial 
Committee on 
Sustainable 
Development was 
formed.

2012
National Climate Change Strategy 2012 
outlined the challenges and impacts of 
climate change and efforts on sustainable 
development by the world and Singapore.

The revised Code of Corporate 
Governance reflected a growing 
importance of sustainability.

Milestones in Sustainability
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2015
17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) succeeded the MDGs as a blueprint 
to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all.

The Paris Agreement on climate change is signed by all UN member nations to set  
a global goal of limiting global warming to below 2°C.

The Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) is set up by the 
Financial Stability Board to develop voluntary, consistent climate-related financial risk 
disclosures for organisations.

2015
Sustainable Singapore Blueprint 
2015 outlined the national vision 
and plans for a more liveable and 
sustainable Singapore.

2017
Public Sector Sustainability Plan 
2017-2020 was aimed at the 16 
ministries and 64 statutory boards.

Singapore Exchange has mandated 
Singapore listed companies to 
produce Sustainability Reports on 
a ‘Comply or Explain’ basis, taking 
effect for any financial year ending 
on or after 31 December 2017.

2018
Revised Code of Corporate Governance 
recognised stakeholder engagement as 
part of the governance mechanisms.

Carbon Pricing Act 2018 required all 
business facilities to submit emissions report.

2019
The Sustainable Bond Grant 
Scheme and the Green 
Investments Programme was 
launched by the MAS.

The National Day Rally speech by 
PM Lee featured climate change 
extensively for the first time; S$100 
billion pledged for protection 
against rising sea levels.

2020
Electric vehicles will replace 
internal combustion engine 
vehicles by 2040 according 
to an announcement by 
DPM Heng Swee Keat.

Emissions to halve from its 
2030 peak by 2050 according 
to SM Teo Chee Hean so as 
to achieve net-zero emissions 
“as soon as viable in the 
second half of the century”.

Note:   1.  This diagram is adapted from Sustainability Reporting in Singapore (ASEAN CSR Network and CGIO of NUS Business School, November 2018).
  2.  All Singapore milestones are in green, and all international milestones are in brown.

2015
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The box, “Leaders in Sustainability” provides 
some local examples of companies demonstrating 
sustainability leadership. These companies are 
not without their controversies or challenges, but 
they are part of a growing movement to embed 
sustainability into a business model.

Last year, five of these companies – CapitaLand, City 
Developments, DBS Group, Sembcorp Industries 
and ComfortDelGro – were included in the Dow 
Jones Sustainability Index, in recognition of their 
sustainability initiatives and reporting efforts. 

The leadership of such corporates – along with 
many local sustainability advocates such as the 
Global Compact Network Singapore, Singapore 
Institute of International Affairs, and Singapore 
Green Building Council, to name a few – have 
contributed to the maturity of the corporate 
sustainability scene over the years. 

Experts are predicting that in the near future, just 
as financial audits are a regulatory requirement 
for listed companies, external assurance on 
ESG reporting will become mandatory to give 
credibility to the ESG disclosures made by issuers.

How do we respond?
Leadership in sustainability is critical to the 
future and resilience of a country, and by 
extension, any organisation. Leaders who balance 
short-term priorities and long-term goals will 
create value for a wide range of stakeholders. 

The Cambridge Institute for Sustainability 
Leadership lists seven key characteristics of 
sustainability leaders. They are:

• Systemic understanding.
• Emotional intelligence.
• Values orientation.
• Compelling vision.

• Inclusive style.
• Innovative approach.
• Long-term outlook.

From private business schools to public 
educational institutions, the nurturing of these 
qualities in our current and next generation of 
leaders must be a priority.

The complex, transnational issues leaders face 
today – climate change, resource management, 
inequality and social instability, national security, 
access to healthcare and education, technological 
disruption – cannot be solved by political 
institutions alone.

The world of finance and commerce is also 
evolving, and businesses should capitalise 
on the growth of sustainable finance and its 
emerging instruments such as green bonds and 
sustainability-linked loans to benefit from the 
growing relationship between ESG performance 
and financial gains. 

These loans, where businesses enjoy lower 
interest rates for good ESG performance, have 
been increasing in popularity among sectors 
such as  real estate, renewable energy, transport, 
agriculture, water and waste management, 
energy efficiency and sustainable sourcing.

The chairman and CEO of BlackRock, Larry 
Fink, in a letter to CEOs this year, declared that 
sustainability has become “the centre of our 
investment approach”. A company cannot achieve 
long-term profits without embracing purpose 
and considering the needs of a broad range of 
stakeholders, he wrote.

Apart from exiting investments that present a 
high sustainability-related risk, and launching 
new investment products that screen fossil fuels, 
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BlackRock is among a growing number of 
institutional investors who expect companies to 
articulate how they are embedding sustainability in 
their corporate strategy and re-evaluating their risks.

All over the world, boardrooms should be 
reviewing their business models. Today, any 

investments made by political or business 
leaders must consider not just the economic 
benefit, but social, human and planetary 
health. This guiding principle is the bedrock 
of resilience, recovery and continued 
prosperity for Singapore in a post-Covid 
world.

CapitaLand links executive compensation to sustainability targets, and has a high clean revenue exposure 
generated from its green real estate portfolio.

CDL launched its Future Value 2030 Sustainability Blueprint in 2017, setting ambitious ESG targets to 
contribute towards the UN SDGs. It was the first Singapore company to issue a Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI)-checked sustainability report in 2008.

ComfortDelGro has set a target to halve carbon emissions intensity by 2030, and set various ESG targets 
around climate strategy, fuel efficiency, corporate governance, risk and crisis management. It ranks among 
the top fifth percentile of transportation companies in Sustainalytics’ 2019 ESG risk rating. 

DBS has joined a global initiative RE100 which means its entire operations will be powered by 100 per 
cent renewable energy by 2030. It is the first bank in Southeast Asia to adopt the Equator Principles,  
a globally recognised framework for financial institutions to determine, assess and manage environmental 
and social risk in development projects.

OCBC Bank was the first Southeast Asian bank to stop funding new coal-fired power plants. It has  
a responsible finance policy that integrates ESG considerations into its  credit and risk evaluation process 
for lending practices and capital market activities.

Olam International has put ethical sourcing at the heart of its business strategy, called Re-imagining 
Agriculture. This involves sourcing raw materials within the earth’s capacity to regenerate, supporting 
farmers’ livelihoods and divesting from businesses not compatible with a healthy and sustainable planet.

Sembcorp Industries ranks 21st in Energy Intelligence’s Top 100 Green Utilities ranking, which rates the 
world’s leading electric utilities based on their renewable energy portfolios and greenhouse gas emissions. 
It actively invests in low-carbon businesses and is growing its renewables portfolio.

Singapore Exchange has accelerated the corporate sustainability movement with its decision in 2016 to 
mandate sustainability reporting for all listed companies

Singtel has pledged to achieve net zero emissions by 2050. It is the first company in Asia outside of Japan 
to have its carbon reduction goals for 2030 approved by the Science Based Targets initiative in 2017.

Singapore’s state investor Temasek pledged it would be carbon neutral by this year and aims to halve the 
greenhouse gas emissions of its portfolio companies by 2030.

Leaders in Sustainability
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Sustainability Leadership 
in Pandemic Times  

By JEFFERY TAN, Group General Counsel & Chief Sustainability Officer, Jardine Cycle & Carriage Ltd

The Covid-19 pandemic presents boards with the unique opportunity 
to examine the fundamentals that are critical to a corporation’s 
sustainability and its impact on communities and stakeholders.
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communicating remotely via technology. 
Boards need to actively provide clarity, courage 
and compassion in navigating the competing 
pressures on all fronts, for the health and safety 
of employees and for the financial liquidity of 
the corporation.

One of the key roles leaders play in such a time 
is to ask the right questions in relation to 
a corporation’s business sustainability. For this, 
boards need to focus on these key areas:

• Reinforcing resilience for survival in order 
for the corporation to live, work and fight the 
evolving challenges another day.

• Remaining realistic that some of the old ways 
of doing business will never return and moving 
ahead resolutely and creatively to the brave 
(unknown) new world. 

• Re-imagining the new normal when there is an 
absence of reliable data or precedents that can 
be referenced for guidance.

Covid-19 is a great equaliser of all businesses. 
Regardless of the size of a corporation or the 
sector it is in, this pandemic presents all with 
a common set of challenges from an unseen 
enemy. Boards will need to quickly recognise the 
fundamentals that are important to a corporation 
and ask critical questions of management and 
itself of how the company should respond (see 
box, “Board Questions for Covid-19”).

Board leadership in an extraordinary crisis 
like the Covid-19 pandemic requires 
more than the usual oversight in normal 
times. It needs to go beyond corporate 

governance, financial oversight and strategic 
direction. It requires the board to challenge 
both the management and the corporation’s 
stakeholders to focus on the new normal that 
has been thrust upon the entity and examine 
what is key to the corporation’s survival and 
sustainability in a post Covid-19 world.
 
This pandemic is not an evolutionary transition 
for which there is a well thought out recovery 
plan. Rather, it is a whole new paradigm that 
has totally disrupted all aspects of every 
corporation’s business.

From dislocated supply chains to hitherto reliable 
just-in-time deliveries that no longer work, 
to the demand side of business models that have 
totally dried up as a consequence of Covid-19’s 
simultaneous impact on the domestic and global 
fronts – all against the backdrop of a world-
wide health pandemic with infections rising into 
the millions and fatalities advancing into the 
hundreds of thousands and beyond. 

Asking the right questions
This crisis demands that directors pull together 
their collective wisdom and accumulated 
experience to guide the corporation into a whole 
new way of doing things – from operating 
businesses in a “lockdown” environment to 
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Making sense of the disruption
Some analogies from the technology world may 
be helpful in understanding the challenge that 
corporations currently face, where there is a sudden 
disruption to the hitherto stable business models.

Take the transition from celluloid film to digital 
photography, which has changed how we share 
experiences and store memories. Or the plain old 
telephone set transitioning to the current smart 
mobile device, which gives access to a world of 
products and services. From online purchases to 
banking and now bringing people into virtual 
meetings all across the world, the transformation 
has revolutionsed how we interact.  

The main difference in this Covid-19 transition 
is the immediacy of the disruption – where 
businesses are thrust into a situation with all 

previous fundamentals disrupted and assumptions 
challenged in a sudden, abrupt manner.

For corporations to succeed in this environment, 
boards will need to ensure management is 
nimble, bold and learning from this crisis in real 
time, with no luxury of a slow response.

Humankind is known for its resilience and ability 
to bounce back from disasters, diseases and world 
wars. Covid-19 will once again test this ability 
to rise up from the “ashes” of this pandemic.

Boards will need to recognise that sustainability 
concepts are no longer “nice to have” but real 
“must haves”. Sustainability, with its emphasis 
on environmental, social and governance factors, 
does not just provide a veneer of respectability, 
of good corporate citizens doing the right thing.

Board Questions for Covid-19

1. What can the company do to protect the physical and mental health and    
safety of its employees?

 If a corporation’s employees do not survive Covid-19, the organisation will have no talent to 
help rebuild its business, regardless of how the business will fare in the future. 

2. What can the corporation do to keep its people employed and engaged in readiness to face 
the challenges of the new post Covid-19 world?

 If the corporation does have the people but no jobs for them, livelihoods will be displaced. 
This has significant impact on individuals and communities, and will bring about a second 
wave of crisis – that of social dislocation and disorder. This can negatively impact the 
availability of talent with the requisite experience for the corporation to tap on, to move into 
the new business paradigm. 

3. How can a corporation best prepare for recovery and what new and hitherto unknown 
opportunities should a corporation be looking to seize and leverage on?

 Even if a corporation is fortunate enough to have the financial capabilities to ride out 
this Covid-19 hurricane, its employees will need to be prepared with fresh ideas, novel 
approaches and a boldness to embrace a whole new way of doing business post Covid-19. 
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What this crisis has shown is that sustainability 
has very real, tangible impact and consequences.

Taking stock of events
The widespread closure of factories and the 
imposed quarantine for workers to stay home in 
many countries after the emergence of Covid-19 has 
produced the unintended consequence of cleaner 
air, less pollution and reduction in traffic gridlock.

China’s Ministry of Ecology and Environment 
said the average number of “good-quality-
air days” in China’s largely industrial Hubei 
province in February this year rose 21.5 per cent 
over that in the corresponding period last year.

This reported improvement in air quality is 
supported by satellite images released by the 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
and the European Space Agency. Reports show 
a significant reduction in nitrogen dioxide 
emissions, which are released into the atmosphere 
by the exhaust of cars, coal power plants and 
factories, in the major Chinese cities in January 
and February.

The improvements also continue in the area of 
China’s carbon dioxide emissions, which have 
decreased as output fell between 15 and 40 per cent.

Carbon Brief, a climate science and energy website, 
reports that this positive result is likely to have 
wiped out a quarter or more of the country’s 
carbon dioxide emissions over the four weeks of 
February – the period when production activity 
would normally have resumed after the Chinese 
New Year holidays. Similar improvements have 
also been observed in India and Europe after the 
implementation of their respective lockdowns.

This data is certainly encouraging and goes 
to show that air pollution and its impact on 
the planet is not just “fake news” made up by 
theoretical scientists with their heads in the 
clouds, or the over-reaction of climate activists 

bent on grossly exaggerating the impact of 
industrial activities on the planet’s environment.

Hopefully, these outcomes will give boards the 
conviction and courage to push harder in this 
area of sustainability when the corporation’s 
operations resume. Companies must reflect on 
the lessons learnt, and do business in a new, more 
environmentally sustainable way.

Working for a better future
The fact that Covid-19 has ravaged communities 
and individuals – regardless of age, gender, race 
and social class – will hopefully make boards 
realise that all communities are essentially the 
same. The basic common denominator being our 
identity as fellow human beings. 

An obvious conclusion is that there is no lesser 
country or group of people in the world that should 
bear the brunt of a corporation’s environmental 
pollution, or work in a less safe working environment, 
or be exploited for a less than fair wage just because 
the country they live in is an emerging economy.

Any attempt to rationalise such negative behaviour 
with the excuse that these harmful practices are 
actually helping those economies transition out of 
poverty should not be tolerated.

Certainly, the Covid-19 related events of the past 
months provide boards with much to reflect on. 
More significantly, it offers boards a once-in-
a-century opportunity to lead in an impactful 
way on sustainability matters that builds new 
foundations and leaves a meaningful legacy for 
future generations. 

This opportunity must not be missed. 

In the words of Mahatma Ghandi, “the future 
depends on what we do in the present”. 

This article is adapted from a version that originally 
appeared in The Business Times on 14 May 2020.
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By    JOANNA DONNE, Partner at Brunswick Group, Singapore

The Crisis 
for Directors
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ENDURANCE

RECOVERY

While the world’s focus has rightly been on the global loss 
of life and the continuing health threat, the crisis related 
to the coronavirus pandemic is even broader. The far-

reaching and long-lasting impact on countries, economies, 
companies and society at large has implications for board 

leadership and how businesses will be transformed. 

FEATURES
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T
he potential damage of the pandemic to 
every aspect of business presents ongoing, 
complex issues for corporations and their 
boards of directors. 

The focus in the early months of the unfolding 
crisis would have been on supporting 
management in ensuring the safety and 
well-being of employees, assessing business 
continuity plans and cost-reduction strategies. 
This involves reviewing short- to mid-term 
viability, to evaluate the potential for the 
company to contribute to a broader community 
response. 

A crisis such as this typically has three stages (see 
box, “Phases of a Crisis”)

First, the initial period when realisation of the 
risks and impact sinks in. Second, the phase of 
endurance that entails living with uncertainty 
and tackling new challenges head-on. Third and 
finally, the recovery stage, where evaluation 
of lessons learned and adapting to the “new 
normal” is required. Aspects of these will 
overlap, but each has distinct characteristics 
and responsibilities.

The devastating human cost and social impact of 
such a crisis demand compassionate leadership 

as well as decisive action. We will examine each 
stage in turn and highlight the different aspects 
of leadership required.

Early response phase
No one can ever be totally prepared for a crisis 
like this. Effective leadership lies in the ability 
to respond confidently despite the fast-changing 
situation. 

One of the most important ways a board can 
help is to stay calm and project confidence. 
The board needs to be accessible, patient and 
level-headed. Boards help management not just to 
make decisions but establish the company culture 
and buoy morale. An assured, compassionate and 
positive response in tune with the organisation’s 
overall values will encourage a constructive 
attitude throughout the business. 

While executing the board’s primary responsibility 
of overseeing the governance and viability of 
the organisation, it is important that board 
members do not try to actually manage the 
company. Independent directors are valuable 
precisely because they can step back and see the 
bigger picture. Their role is to support senior 
management and build the confidence they need 
to do their jobs. The Chair can help maintain 
a balance between keeping the board involved 

RecoveryEnduranceOnset & Early 
Response
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and giving the CEO and the senior leadership 
team room to operate. 

A strong relationship with management is 
essential and the flow of information back and 
forth should be frequent and regular. It would 
not be unusual for the CEO and Chair to be 
speaking every day and giving updates to the 
whole board several times a week. This helps the 
board understand the risks and how the senior 
leadership team is responding.

By drawing on the collective experience of 
its members, the board can generate and 
test a realistic array of possible scenarios. 
Together with management, board members 
can examine risks and assess the company’s 
financial and operational resilience. Above 
all, there needs to be a relentless focus on 
contingency plans for when operations 
are unexpectedly disrupted by any of the 
scenarios identified.

Underpinning the best crisis planning and 
response is good and frequent data. The ability 
to see trends is critical. Good data means more 
appropriate and effective decisions.

Crisis communication and managing external 
perceptions are also traits of effective leadership. 
The board can encourage management’s channels 
with employees, suppliers and customers to 
be kept open. All stakeholders have to feel 
included.

Endurance phase 
A key characteristic of the endurance phase is 
uncertainty. No one really knows when this 
crisis will end. The global economy is likely to 
remain severely challenged for many months, 
as countries guard against a recurrence of the 

virus. And the outlook continues to change. 
Such uncertainty makes it incredibly difficult 
to put firm strategies in place. 

Here, the board plays a critical role, using its 
collective skills and experience to navigate 
uncharted territory and maintain morale at 
the same time. Some actions to consider are 
as follow.

1.	Have	an	open	and	flexible	learning	mindset. 
There is no off-the-shelf response to this crisis. 
Leaders need to be willing to make changes as 
the ground shifts, and everyone has to adapt. 
What is important is having a clear idea of the 
final destination. 

2. Measure and celebrate success. Maintaining 
employee morale is important, and small 
gestures can have a big impact when people 
are working 24/7 and dealing with their own 
anxieties. Make an effort to celebrate small 
wins along the way to keep teams motivated 
and encourage them to model similar 
behaviour to colleagues and customers.

3. Look for signs of burnout in the senior 
leadership team. The pressures on the 
executives handling management and crisis 
response are intense and burnout can impact 
the quality of decision making. Dividing a 
crisis management team into two or more 
teams can help sustain effectiveness over a 
prolonged period. 

4. Keep communicating. Use all available 
channels to keep stakeholders informed. 
Engaging stakeholders with honesty and 
sincerity will help bring people on board. They 
need to understand the rationale and approach 
in order to support the effort. 
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5. Build a collaborative culture. This is an 
emotionally charged time and the stress can 
amplify potential friction. The Chair especially 
can help cultivate a supportive but decisive 
environment where different opinions can be 
heard and outside voices can be brought in 
where needed.

6.	Build	diversity	of	thought	and	experience. 
It may not seem to be a time to reflect on the 
makeup of the boardroom, but having the 
right mix of skillsets can prove critical. Also, 
knowing when to bring in external expertise is 
important.

Recovery phase
Even as management is seemingly fighting 
new fires each week, it is critical to long-term 
success to develop guidelines for tackling 
challenges further out. This type of planning 
can also be reassuring, reminding us that the 
crisis will not last forever. It a good opportunity 

for the board to use its position to inform 
management’s actions. 

The goals are to prepare for a prolonged impact 
and position the company for recovery, weighing 
the successes and failures of the response to the 
crisis so far. This is an extraordinary time that will 
shape businesses for years to come. The board 
may be able to identify how the business can be 
not just more resilient, but more innovative.

Previously planned projects and established 
procedures may need to be reworked or even 
thrown out of the window. What is on the table 
for discussion that was not before? How do the 
business’s operations need to change? The board 
may even need to ask if it is prepared for the 
sudden need for creativity and flexibility.

Meanwhile, pre-crisis challenges are not going 
to magically disappear. Issues around diversity, 
climate change and sustainability, for instance, 

Marriott International: A demonstration of authentic leadership

In March 2020, Arne Sorenson, the CEO of 
the world’s largest hotel company Marriott 
International, announced that the business 
was running at 75 per cent below normal 
levels and as a result, tens of thousands of 
corporate employees would be furloughed. 

Apparently against the advice of his 
communications team, he recorded a candid, 
vulnerable, and emotional six-minute video 
addressing his associates and sharing the bad 
news. He has been praised for his willingness 
to be upfront and transparent about the extent 
of the impact.

Mr Sorenson went on to announce that both 
he, and the company’s Executive Chairman 
Bill Marriott, would not take a salary for the 
rest of the year. Such actions demonstrate 
shared sacrifice and investment in the business 
and can inspire stakeholders.

Whilst not sugar coating the facts, Mr Sorenson 
created room for being hopeful, ending with the 
message: “While it's impossible to know how 
long this crisis will last, I know we, as a global 
community, will come through the other side…
Together we can and we will overcome this and 
we’ll thrive once again.”
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are still going to be relevant. Shareholder activism 
has been on the rise in Asia in recent years and 
the downturn in stock markets will likely open 
new doors for activists. The best defence is a 
prospering, responsible company and a clear 
strategy positioned for the changed landscape.

Re-evaluating the contribution that the business 
makes to society can help prioritise goals. 
Visionary leadership can seize the opportunity 
to make a real impact to the community and be 
more relevant to stakeholders, by supporting 
meaningful initiatives that are not just good for 
business but lead to positive change.

Charting the course ahead
Finally, questions of leadership succession may 
need to be re-examined in the post-crisis period. 
Managers need to be prepared for a future that 

may look very different from the past. And 
the board is in a position to observe senior 
management more closely in a crisis. Crisis 
management can reveal what talent has proven 
valuable and what skills are lacking.

Throughout the journey, the decisions, actions 
and lessons learned from the crisis will be a 
part of the company’s history for a long time – 
a toolkit for future crises. Keeping a record and 
being honest about what worked and what 
didn’t work, can help build a more robust and 
resilient organisation, better able to survive new 
challenges in the future.

For directors, the bottom line is that surviving 
the crisis is one thing. Being prepared to change 
and learn from the mistakes is a whole different 
set of challenges.

BP:	An	example	of	not	ducking	pre-crisis	issues

The energy sector has its detractors, with 
stakeholder accusations of large oil and gas 
companies disregarding the environmental, 
social and governance aspects in business 
operations, in pursuit of profits. Efforts to 
assuage and address these concerns have been 
made in recent times.

BP CEO Bernard Looney recently used the 
digital channel LinkedIn to talk extensively 
about his company’s response to the crisis. 
He outlined in plain and simple language 
how the company seeks to protect the physical 
and mental health of its people, support 
communities in place, and strengthen the 
finances of the company to better weather 
market volatility.   

Mr Looney has also been clear not to ignore 
the elephant in the room. Does the pandemic, 
combined with the breakdown in the alliance 
of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC), mean the company will 
abandon or push back its declared ambition to 
“get to net zero by 2050 or sooner”? 

According to Mr Looney, the answer is a resounding 
“no.” He has been emphatic in reiterating the 
company’s commitment to the climate change 
challenge and how the company is focused on 
“reimagining energy and reinventing BP.”

Employees commented positively online that 
they felt proud to work for a company that is 
so clear on its purpose.
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As the Covid-19 outbreak changes the world, leaders need 
to respond creatively and effectively to take care of the 

people, stakeholders and the future. 

Re-setting the Organisation 
for the Post-Covid Future

By    ELISA MALLIS and WILLIAM PASMORE
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The world is going through a 
terrible global pandemic that is 
ripping apart lives, organisations 
and the future of communities 
across the globe. Senior leaders 
are totally occupied with 

decisions that have to be made now to respond 
to the threats posed by this crisis. For many, 
these decisions will shape what kinds of future 
choices will be available to them.  

How can leaders respond creatively and effectively 
to the Covid-19 crisis? Past research on leadership 
offers some guidance.

1. Take care of the people
As we know from other major crises over the 
centuries, the biggest asset and hope that 
organisations have to overcome the crisis comes 
down to people. Organisations will be judged by 
how they treat their people, their customers and 
their community during the crisis. 

Supporting the safety, physical and emotional 
well-being of employees and contractors must 
come first. Organisations that have the resources 
will also be expected to provide regional and 
global support for the most vulnerable pockets of 
society in addition to their own workforce.



SID DIRECTORS BULLETIN 2020 Q3

26

SID DIRECTORS BULLETIN 2020 Q3

FEATURES

Exhausting all other cost containment measures 
first and avoiding layoffs will provide some time 
for organisations to gather additional information 
and support for post-Covid business scenarios 
and possibilities. At the same time, protecting the 
longevity of the organisation means very quick 
re-purposing. For some, this will involve re-sizing 
the talent pool to a future state strategy and 
business model.  

Getting the timing of these actions right to both 
balance the needs of society and protect the 
organisation will be a significant differentiator for 
organisations that survive this crisis.  

David Noer’s research on companies which 
were forced to administer layoffs, in his book 
Healing the Wounds, found that more successful 
companies took actions to set the stage for 
a quick recovery while retaining and motivating 
survivors – those who continue to have jobs. 
His recommended interventions are:

•  Process interventions. These include 
involving employees in decisions as much as 
possible, “over-communicating” information, 
and making certain that leaders are visible 
so that they are available to help employees 
process their emotions.  

•  Grieving interventions. In the second stage 
of recovery, leaders need to help employees 
express their sense of loss rather than hold it 
in. Less successful leaders think they should 
retain composure and display a stiff upper 
lip. More successful leaders share their 
feelings openly and help their employees   
do the same.  

•  Interventions that break the chain of 
organisational co-dependency. When faced 
with the loss of colleagues and an unwelcome 
change in their world, many employees 
assume the role of victim. Leaders need to 
engage employees to develop strategies for 

recovery rather than offer solutions that are 
likely to be met with lukewarm acceptance.  

•  Systems interventions. Successful leaders do 
not attempt to maintain existing structural 
arrangements with fewer people. They redesign 
the organisation to be flatter, provide greater 
empowerment, and move to a more flexible 
workforce.  

2. Take care of the future
A crisis exposes the weaknesses in current 
strategies, business models, talent, culture, customer 
relationships, infrastructure and supply chains. 
Immediate actions need to be taken, followed by 
a rethinking of many of these arrangements. For 
many leaders, that means a deep cut in expenses, 
including layoffs. “Take action but don’t overdo it”, 
as one leader advised. Emergency measures need 
to be taken with an eye towards the future. 

Cuts alone are not sufficient to effect a full recovery. 
Poorer leaders are paralysed by the crisis while 
better leaders are energised. Research from a study 
published in the MIT Sloan Management Review, 
that studied thousands of companies following 
the 2007-2008 recession, suggests that leaders 
who fared better rethought their future and adopted 
new business models and business arrangements 
at the same time as they were reducing costs. 
So, if the old model was not working well before 
the crisis, now is the time to fix it. 

Recovery will depend on the capacity of visionary 
leaders to use creativity and swiftly implement 
new business models. This might include 
a reorientation of the business to address broader 
societal concerns with a sustainability agenda, 
both human and environmental.

As evidenced by numerous studies on rates 
of shareholder return, doing the “right” thing 
can also be helpful in creating more robust and 
sustainable business models. The compelling 
new vision of many future-sensing organisations 
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may be less about growth and more about the 
increased demand for solutions that address 
planetary sustainability and the broader well-
being of humanity.  
  
Transformation efforts often fail because leaders 
try to fit new businesses into old organisation 
structures. Unlike the other downturns of the 
past 50 years, the higher levels of prolonged 
uncertainty we are going through require 
multiple future business scenarios and strategies. 
A focused team, gathering collective wisdom 
from multiple parts of the organisation, will be 
needed to develop these scenarios and create 
a new vision for future success.  

Companies that recover successfully from a severe 
downturn invest more highly in innovation than 
they did before the crisis. However, it will be 
important to focus these investments in a few areas 
that align with a post-Covid strategy. 

For example, the airline industry will need to 
think beyond offering fare discounts to return to 
profitability. Companies should be rethinking how to 
expand cargo services by working more closely with 
shippers to implement new supply chain capabilities 
or be thinking about investments in alternative 
businesses to insulate against future shocks.  

Changing the culture of the organisation to adapt 
to a new business model is not easy, especially 
if the leader is responsible for having created it. 
That is why some researchers have concluded 
that it is better to bring in an outsider to do 
a turnaround than to trust an insider with the 
job. However, as long as the leader is prepared 
to take dramatic steps and has the confidence 
of employees behind him, it should not matter 
whether the leader comes from inside or outside. 

3. Take care of key stakeholders
Recovery might also require entering into 
partnerships or alliances that were not given 
serious consideration pre-crisis. Given that 

resources are likely to be limited, it may be 
time to approach people who would have been 
seen as the “enemy” previously. The issue now 
is survival, not pride. If companies try to do 
too much on their own without the necessary 
resources, the road to recovery may take too long. 
Speed is of the essence.  

Since so much change accompanies successful 
recovery from a downturn, it is essential to keep 
important stakeholders on your side. Leaders 
may think they know more than their board 
members, investors, the media, international 
partners, regulators, government officials in the 
different countries of business operations, and 
customers.  However, stakeholders have the 
power to set limits on what the company will 
eventually be able to do. Bringing stakeholders 
on board at an early stage involves seeking their 
advice, being appreciative and supportive, and 
creating the most favourable context for recovery.

A very different future
We are now fully entering the next wave of 
globalisation, which is digital. Although it 
was underway, the accelerated era of digital 
globalisation will rely much less on the cross-border 
movement of people and products and much more 
on the movement of information, data and capital.

Reactive increases in nationalisation will present 
challenges to organisations in the short to 
medium term. Leaders are finding themselves 
in a minefield of national and international 
interests as they manage and get support from 
multiple key stakeholders.  Leaders who can take 
the above steps to move forward as quickly and 
aggressively as possible, with courage, curiosity 
and truly global perspectives, will be essential to 
successfully lead the organisation to survival.

Elisa Mallis is Managing Director and Vice President, 
Asia Pacific, and William Pasmore is Senior Vice 
President at the Center for Creative Leadership. 
The article is adapted from a version that was 
published on the company’s website on 8 April 2020.
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Opportunities in the 
Covid-19 Crisis

By    WILLIE CHENG and LAU YIN CHENG
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RISK MANAGEMENT
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There is a Chinese proverb: “A crisis is an 
opportunity riding the dangerous wind.” 

 
During previous epidemics such as SARS 
(Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome), scores of 
individuals, organisations, and governments rode 
out the dangerous winds, and did it very well.

So, when it comes to the current Covid-19 
outbreak, what can businesses learn from the 
earlier crises and experiences, and how can they 
take action? 

Risk management
The first priority would be to manage the risks 
and immediate fallout. 

Most corporations have, to date, successfully 
protected their staff from contracting the 
virus and ensuring social distancing. These 
measures include temperature screening, health 
and travel declarations, logging for contact 
tracing, cancelling and deferring events, and 
implementing business continuity plans. 

With the “circuit breaker” imposed by the 
government to restrict public gatherings and 

FEATURES

The Covid-19 outbreak has caused extensive disruption to businesses 
and widespread economic loss. As black swan events of this nature 
become more common, companies must be prepared to stay one step 
ahead and embed strategic planning into their business plans.

non-essential services, business continuity has 
moved from split teams and flexible working 
arrangements to almost all staff working from 
home. The focus is how best to protect those 
staff providing critical services and products that 
cannot be done from home. 

Even after the restrictions are relaxed, many of 
these measures would still be needed before the 
situation stabilises. 

Prudent firms have also examined the financial 
and legal implications of disruption to their 
business. From a financial standpoint, many 
companies have to contain their costs and cash 
flow, and, if needed, fundraising. From a legal 
standpoint, they would have carefully scrutinised 
major contracts on rights of termination and the 
force majeure provisions for non-fulfilment of legal 
obligations; and checked insurance policies and 
increased coverage. 

It should be noted that effective protection 
measures are not only good risk management but 
also, in some respects, a business opportunity. 
Customers and business partners, for example, 
do not want to continue to do business with 
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a company that is putting itself at reputational or 
financial risk in the pandemic. 

Relief measures
Second, companies should actively seek to 
understand and benefit from the relief measures. 

Both the government and the business community 
recognise the adverse impact of the virus outbreak. 
Relief, in various forms, have been offered. 

The government has rolled out a series of 
measures worth S$93 billion to date to stabilise 
the economy and help businesses and workers 
tide over the slowdown. These include job and 
cash-flow support to help retain workers and 
specific sectorial subsidies. 

As a gesture of goodwill, some private companies 
have offered discounts, rebates, extended terms, 
cancellation waivers and other concessions to 
their customers and suppliers. 

Companies should, obviously, be grateful for and 
avail themselves of the relief measures. Without 
being overly reliant on them for the longer term, 
there is no reason why they should not seek out 
those reliefs which are not yet offered. 

The Singapore government is not the only one 
providing support. Hong Kong, for instance, 
has launched a HK$138 billion (S$25 billion) 
relief package. Which means that where 
Singapore companies have operations in other 
countries, they should understand, and seek to 
benefit from, the relief measures available there. 

Even as companies take advantage of these relief 
measures, they should recognise them for what 
they are: relief. They can buy some time, but they 
are not long-term solutions. Companies must 

continue to be viable and be proactive to plan 
and execute any restructuring needed in their 
business. 

Products and services
That brings us to the third priority of ensuring 
that the offerings of companies should be 
adjusted in line with changes in their supply 
and demand.

With lockdowns and restrictions across the 
world, there has been a general drop in demand 
across the board, although some industries have 
benefited from the outbreak. Those providing 
healthcare equipment, cleaning and sanitation 
services, online entertainment and goods delivery 
services have seen a spike in demand for their 
products and services. While they might be 
tempted to increase prices in the immediate term, 
they should also be sensitive to the optics of 
profiteering from the crisis.

Most companies, however, have seen an overall 
decline in activity and business. The travel, 
hospitality and retail industries are among the 
hardest hit. They need to adapt their offerings to 
reach their customers. Restaurants, for example, 
have tweaked their menus to offer healthier options 
and promote online takeaways. Some education 
and health service providers now deliver part of 
their consultation and other services online. 

One clear impact for many businesses is the 
disruption of their supply chains. Proactive 
companies are analysing the present and future 
implications of this, and reconfiguring their 
sourcing models and supply chains for agility 
and resilience. Amazon, for example, is adjusting 
its traditional “lean inventory” approach to 
increase inventory levels, especially for goods 
from Chinese suppliers. 
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Future-ready
Finally, even if companies cannot do much 
for their business today, they can prepare for 
a better tomorrow. 

The slowdown has been an opportunity for staff 
training and development and planning for the 
recovery. It is also a good time to think about and 
act on matters that the board and management 
have not previously had the time to focus on.

One such matter is to consider how the company 
can be more resilient for future crises. The “Bird 
Flu” occurred in 1997, SARS in 2002, H1N1 
“Swine Flu” in 2009, and MERS (Middle East 
Respiratory Syndrome) in 2012. Black swan 
events are becoming more regular. 

Besides business continuity planning, a key 
lesson for many companies has been the value of 
diversification. Diversifying resource pools allows 
work to continue when part of the workforce 
is out of action. Diversifying revenue sources 
enables the company to stay above water when 
crisis-impacted business dries up. Diversifying 
suppliers – both the number of companies 
and their geographical locations – minimises 
disruption in the supply chain. 

Another lesson lies in leveraging technology. 
When people cannot travel or meet in large 
gatherings, they rely more on communications 
technology to stay in touch and get work done. 
The CEO of videoconferencing company Zoom 
has said that the virus has resulted in record 
usage and demand for its remote work tools. 
When people stay at home, they engage in online 
gaming and eCommerce for their goods. PC gaming 
companies have reported ramped up play time in 
China when there have been major lockdowns in 
some of the cities. 
 

Companies may also consider how these trends 
could impact their future business, and business 
models. SARS was said to have given birth to 
Taobao and JD.com, now two major eCommerce 
companies in China. In Singapore, SARS 
prompted the development of the pioneering 
infra-red thermal imaging scanners for mass 
temperature screening by the Defence Science 
and Technology Agency.

What new technology or business models or 
even startup unicorns could emerge out of 
Covid-19?

Indeed, as some companies have formed a Crisis 
Control Committee to plan, coordinate and 
implement the measures to contain the outbreak, 
perhaps they could also workshop a Crisis 
Opportunity Committee. The scope of such 
a committee could cover some of the immediate 
actions to protect revenue and realise benefits 
from the outbreak, while exploring its aftermath 
and impact on the company’s business model. 
Of course, both committees are separate units, 
because the mindsets of risk management on the 
one hand, and silver linings on the other hand, 
are different.

The jury is out on how long the Covid-19 
situation will persist, but the tail is expected to 
be long. In the meantime, companies should not 
squander the opportunities it offers to not just 
survive but thrive.

Willie Cheng is immediate past chairman of the 
Singapore Institute of Directors, and Lau Yin Cheng 
was Head of HR for Singtel Group Digital Life (till 
end May 2020). This article is adapted from a version 
first published in The Business Times on 26 February 
2020, which came out of a golf fairway’s conversation 
between the two SID members.
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Navigating Covid-19 
An underlying factor behind the confidence in 
companies’ ability to weather Covid-19 is that 
many (88 per cent) agree that their board is able 
to obtain information relating to the crisis, and 
demonstrate its understanding of associated risks. 
The main reasons being that the board is able to:
 
(I)  identify key financial risks and pressures 

arising from the pandemic and develop 
appropriate responses. 

(II) have access to internal/external subject 
matter expertise on Covid-19 to support 
decision-making.

(III) set up a crisis management committee 
that works closely with management to 
deliberate on matters related to Covid-19. 

The ability to leverage technology and drive 
innovation has been critical in helping businesses 
adapt, and 86 per cent of respondents feel that 

INDUSTRY NEWS

As the impact of Covid-19 continues to weigh 
heavily on businesses, the Singapore Institute 
of Directors (SID), in collaboration with Russell 
Reynolds Associates (RRA), administered a pulse 
survey in April 2020 to obtain insights into the 
experience of boards in Singapore in dealing with 
the fallout from the pandemic. 

The survey obtained inputs from 187 SID 
members, of which 84 per cent were board 
directors (36 per cent Executive Directors, 
7 per cent Non-Independent Non-Executive 
Directors, and 41 per cent Independent 
Directors). The survey participants represented 
a mix of privately-owned companies (39 
per cent) and publicly-listed entities (34 per 
cent), and the remaining from nonprofit and 
statutory boards 

Leadership and resilience
Despite the bleak outlook, a majority of 
respondents consider their companies to be 
well-organised and prepared in weathering the 
Covid-19 crisis, with 63 per cent identifying 
their companies as “very resilient” or “reasonably 
resilient” in confronting negative outcomes due 
to Covid-19.

Further, a large majority of respondents (87 per 
cent) indicate “reasonable confidence” or “high 
confidence” in the company’s leadership and 
culture in the face of the Covid-19 crisis. 

Respondents also feel that there has been 
adequate communication from both the board 
(86 per cent) as well as management (94 per 
cent). Such communication has become more 
digital (email, instant messaging, video-
conferencing, etc.) in light of social distancing 
measures and companies adopting work-from-
home policies.  

SID Survey on Boards’ Response to Covid-19

agree that their board is able 
to obtain information relating to 
the crisis and demonstrate its 
understanding of risks

Top 3 practices that have helped/would help:

Identifying key financial risks and 
pressures arising from the pandemic and 
developing appropriate responses

Having access to internal/external subject 
matter expert on Covid--19 to support 
decision-making

Setting up a crisis management 
committee that works closely with 
management  to deliberate on matters 
related to Covid--19.

88%
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their company has been effective in doing so. 
However, many feel that the lack of systems and 
infrastructure (65 per cent), and the shortage of 
talent and skillsets (58 per cent), are obstacles. 
There is also a desire for greater support and 
guidance in the areas of digital innovation, 
business continuity planning, as well as data 
security and protection, in that order.

Survey participants were asked to rank the 
factors that influenced their board’s key 
business and strategic decisions in the context 
of Covid-19. Employees emerged as top 
priority (above customers and shareholders), 
while the environment emerged as the lowest 
priority overall. Stakeholder primacy and 
employee engagement are however a growing 
consideration in the social component of the ESG 
(environmental, social and governance) equation.

The survey also revealed that boards spend on 
average 41 per cent of their time planning for 
a post Covid-19 recovery vis-à-vis 59 per cent of 
their time addressing the company’s immediate 
needs arising from the pandemic. However, most 
of the respondents (90 per cent) indicate a time 
horizon of “less than 12 months” in planning.

The insights provided by the SID community 
who participated in this survey serve as food 
for thought on how boards in Singapore are 
geared towards crisis evaluation, risk strategy 
management, crisis communication, stakeholder 
engagement and post-crisis recovery. While 
every organisation has its own specific concerns 
and priorities, every board needs to find its own 
way to deal with the inevitable directorship and 
governance issues that will emerge as Covid-19 
runs its course.

Webinar session

On 18 May 2020, SID and RRA organised 
an online session to share the results of the 
survey with members who participated in 
the project. It was an interactive session that 
focused on the major themes arising from the 
survey. Stephen Langton, Consultant, Board 
& CEO Advisory Partners Asia Pacific Leader  
RRA, led the discussion, while Alvin Chiang, 
Consultant, Board & CEO Advisory Partners, 
RRA, was the moderator.

Through the conduct of live polls and the subsequent open mic discussion, participants agreed 
that more attention should be paid to board-management dynamics. Highlighting the difference 
between governance and stewardship, a participant noted that while directors may become 
“more executive” during times of crisis, caution needs to be exercised so as not to risk undermining 
management. Participants also debated the planning horizon for recovery time and agreed the 
importance of taking a long-term perspective.
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Leading a Nonprofit 
Organisation Amid 
Challenging Times
By    NG LI LIAN, Head of Business Banking, HSBC Singapore 
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T
he Covid-19 outbreak is affecting 
businesses across the economy in 
Singapore and worldwide, and the 
nonprofit sector is no exception. With 
the road ahead looking to be a long 

one, it is vital for boards of Singapore’s nonprofit 
organisations to ensure good governance and 
financial controls are in place, re-evaluate their 
priorities and make the changes necessary to 
endure the crisis while serving their communities.
 
Technological advancements, access to information 
and generational changes, alongside an evolving 
socio-economic landscape, have reshaped trends 
in philanthropy and giving behaviours. The days 
of dropping coins into a tin are fading into the 
past and donors are increasingly using digital 
means as a way to contribute to charities. 

The result is that nonprofit organisations are 
now faced with a quicker, more informed giving 
base, and increased accountability. This is no 
bad thing and non-profits have been coming 
to realise they have no choice but to adapt to 
these changes. 

However, the present health pandemic has pushed 
these changes to the forefront. 

How do leaders and boards of nonprofits ensure 
that they remain operational, safeguard their 
funds and position themselves for the future? 
At a time when people may have less to give 
and government funding is stretched across 
multiple channels, nonprofit organisations will 
be increasingly called on to serve the community 
in a greater and more urgent capacity.

Re-focusing on core risk fundamentals 
The health pandemic has been a catalyst in 
refocusing the attention of leaders from raising 
funds and enhancing yield to tackling immediate 
challenges. 

While charities and nonprofits operate like 
most other businesses, boards and leadership 
teams have even greater responsibilities despite 
leaner resources. This means management must 
pay close attention to managing costs while 
maximising income streams, and safeguarding 
assets, data and security.

Nonprofit organisations will need to deal with the risks and 
challenges, particularly in the areas of digital and financial, 
to endure the current crisis.
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From a financial perspective, there are a few 
points that nonprofits may want to consider 
when managing their risk and cash management 
approach.

The digital imperative 
A key consideration for the nonprofit sector 
is the need to digitalise their businesses not 
only to respond to a digitally giving public 
but to also streamline businesses to minimise 
costs.

The outbreak of Covid-19 has pushed businesses 
towards adopting a virtual environment as 
they are forced into business continuity mode, 
and this is a good time for nonprofit organisations 
to take stock of how paper-dependent they are in 
areas like payroll, payments, and authorisation 
arrangements. 

Upgrading systems may seem like an 
unnecessary expense, especially during tough 
times, but the advantages of going digital are 
long term. Once systems are in place, manual 
processes are reduced and resources can be 
reallocated to more pressing areas.  

Going digital ensures data and information 
remains stored and accessible electronically. 
It also ensures traceability and transparency 
in monitoring the use of funds. Taking data 
a step further can provide useful forecasting 
and targeting outcomes. As individuals focus 
their charity contributions on causes that 
they believe in, it is vital to have the tools 
available for givers to be able to conveniently 
and regularly contribute, and to track the 
progress of outcomes. One such tool is the 
use of PayNow Corporate with the use of 
QR codes (see box, “Digital Payments for 
NPOs”)

Managing the risk of going digital 
Going digital does not come without its 
risks. Technology presents opportunities 
for all types of businesses, but also gives 
criminals tools to access information and funds. 
With lean budgets, nonprofit organisations 
are often hard pressed to invest heavily in 
online protection. 

Singapore’s nonprofit organisations should 
take full advantage of government aid that is 
extended to help organisations. In the Unity 
Budget announced in February 2020, the 
government announced an extension to the 
“SMEs Go Digital” scheme, which helps build 
digital capabilities for small and medium sized 
enterprises. This is a forward-looking measure 
to support SMEs (including charities) to evolve 
their payments and payroll, which are often 
a highly manual process, to a more efficient and 
cost-effective process. 

Nonprofits can also approach vendors for in-
kind donations or reduced fees as part of their 
corporate social responsibility efforts, making 
it possible to perform software or infrastructure 
upgrades without encroaching too much on 
reserves. 

Financial stewardship 
Amidst the immediate priorities for boards 
in dealing with the current situation, the 
fundamentals of financial stewardship should 
not be neglected. While the board may not be 
involved directly in the day-to-day management 
of an organisation’s money, it can help ensure 
sound financial stewardship. 

For instance, by ensuring that the management 
understands the importance of having a structure 
that can support secure and automated online 
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Facing headwinds now to support 
the future
No one can predict how things will pan out in 
the coming months, but this time of challenge 
could be an impetus for leaders of nonprofit 
organisations to take stock of their position and 
review their systems and processes for greater 
operational efficiency.

These tips could lead to a smoothing over of 
operational concerns, so leaders and boards can 
focus on more important matters. This will put 
the organisation in a better position to survive the 
pandemic, and place it on a steadier footing for 
when the storm clouds start to clear.

FEATURES

and mobile processes that can ease the transition 
to digital, opening up donor channels and 
generating new income streams.

When it comes to a good banking partner, talking 
through priorities, concerns and challenges is 
key.  A good banking partner is not necessarily 
the one offering the best rates, but rather one that 
understands the mission, needs and limitations of 
nonprofit organisations. 
 
Guidance on financial stewardship matters can 
help to better manage assets, as well as keep an 
eye on market liquidity risks, and assist with 
treasury management and fraud control. 

The benefits of using machine readable quick-response (QR) codes are widely 
known from a consumer point of view. In addition, they have multiple 
business benefits which nonprofits can leverage.

PayNow Corporate, for instance, is a peer-to-peer funds transfer service that allows payments 
to be made digitally via a QR code without the need to obtain bank details from beneficiaries. 
This greatly improves consumer experience and increases convenience for businesses.
QR codes offer multiple payment and collections benefits:    
• Increased convenience – Reduces the need for payers to input beneficiary’s details manually, 

improving customer experience.
• Lowest cost to collect – Enables business to replace expensive collection channels.
• Treasury efficiencies – Streamlines the collections process and improves reconciliation 

through enhanced payment details.
• Instant funds realisation – Credits funds directly into business accounts, enabling better 

cash flow.

The ability to “go digital” will be a key determinant of a business’ survival during this time 
of unprecedented challenge. Initiatives such as Carry on with PayNow launched by The 
Association of Banks Singapore are practical and meaningful solutions to help keep businesses 
transacting. Transfers made on PayNow are instantly credited into a bank account without 
having to physically handle and deposit cash, supporting the government’s fight against the 
virus, whilst allowing business to continue operating safely and securely.

Digital Payments for NPOs
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The disruption brought by Covid-19 will increase the number 
of disputes. Mediation is one solution to dealing with these 

disputes for businesses to transition to the new normal.

FEATURES

Settling Disputes 
in a Covid-19 World

By    BAN JIUN EAN, Executive Director, Singapore Mediation Centre

Covid-19 is a disruptor, indeed, the most 
major disruptor by far. Travel is disrupted. 
Interactions are disrupted. Supply chains 

are disrupted. Businesses are disrupted. The 
economy is disrupted.
 
Governments have intervened, some desperately 
drawing on reserves to try to stop the economy 
from seizing up completely.

In Singapore, the government has announced four 
stimulus packages to support businesses. On top 
of that, a six-month debt moratorium for small 
businesses has been put in place to try to give 
small and medium sized firms a cashflow lifeline.

Disputes in the disruption
Despite all these measures, disputes will 
continue to occur between companies. In fact, 
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they are likely to rise in number over disruption 
to business-as-usual due to Covid-19 related 
measures. 

For instance, tenants have filed cases against 
landlords who have forfeited their security 
deposits without just cause. Landlords, likewise, 
have filed claims against tenants who have 
packed up and vacated the premises overnight 
with rental in arrears. 

There have also been cases of online providers of 
educational services, who suddenly close down, 
taking with them the deposits of customers who 
have paid in advance for subscription plans. 
Then there are the fallout cases from the effect of 
the stop-work orders in the construction sector, 
and the impact of these orders on the contractual 
timelines for project completion. There are even 
companies unable to pay portions of pre-agreed 
instalment plans, leading to disputes. 

These cases merely mark the tip of the iceberg, 
and a protracted season of economic disruption 
for the world. 

In every dispute, all choices bring some kind 
of risk. Pursue a debt claim aggressively and 
you may destroy years of hard-earned goodwill 
with the other side, and even push the party 
into insolvency. Allow too many bad debts to 
pile up and you could end up facing cashflow 
problems on your own end, with downstream 
consequences like losing capability and talent 
that are hard to replace when the economy 
recovers.

Balancing these two extremes is difficult in 
the best of circumstances, and in the Covid-19 
environment, many businesses are caught 
between a rock and a hard place.

Mediation as a solution
How then should businesses approach the 
resolution of commercial disputes? One mechanism 

has always been more advantageous than others 
in many situations. Now, in the midst of the 
global economic and health crisis, it has become 
even more compelling. That mechanism is 
mediation.

In a nutshell, mediation is a process where 
a neutral third party facilitates discussion 
between two disputing parties. At a basic level, 
say in an argument between two family members, 
a third party who intervenes to resolve the issue 
is a mediator.

Obviously, commercial mediation is a much 
more complicated and sophisticated exercise, 
requiring trained and experienced mediators. 
However, the basic goal remains the same, 
to help bring parties to an agreement that they 
will later adhere to.

This is an important advantage of mediation – 
the willing compliance by parties of the terms 
of the settlement agreement. Unlike court cases, 
where a judgement is delivered by a judge; or an 
arbitration, where an award is rendered by an 
arbitrator, a mediator does not “make a decision” 
on the facts of the case.

For court judgments and arbitration awards, 
there is a winner and there is a loser. 

But in a mediation, the parties themselves are 
at full liberty to agree or disagree with any 
proposals put forth by the other side. Because 
of this voluntary nature of mediation, whatever 
settlement agreement eventually arises tends to 
be one the parties are satisfied with and are also 
likely to willingly comply with. 

Preserving relationships
Mediation, therefore, is a powerful tool for 
resolving disputes in a way that preserves 
business relationships. Disputants in litigation 
cases often find the process psychologically 
draining and damaging to business relations. 
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The harder parties fight to win, the less likely is 
the possibility of future collaboration. This rules 
out at least one potential future business partner, 
and often the most suitable one. The win-lose 
nature of litigation means parties always have the 
risk of losing a case, and even if they win in court, 
they could still “lose” in the long term because of 
the fractured business relationship.

Mediation avoids all this by shifting the 
conversation from a blame game, of who did 

not do what (e.g. who did not pay, who did not 
deliver, who did not fulfil the contract, and so on), 
towards a constructive, problem-solving mindset 
(e.g. how can we move on). This opens the way 
to discussion and negotiation, and leads towards 
innovative solutions that can break an impasse. 
See box, “How they settled” for examples of 
solutions resulting from mediations.

These are all outcomes that could not have been 
granted or ordered by a court or an arbitral 

FEATURES

How they settled 

Case 1: Sell more
The settlement was counter-intuitive and unusual. The parties agreed that the best way 
to resolve the dispute was for the company that was owed some undelivered products to 
immediately give more business to the supplier company. It transpired that the supplier was 
having cashflow difficulties, and was in good faith trying to untangle its debts and fulfil its 
deliveries. The act of giving more business to this supplier resulted in the supplier being able 
to carry on as a going concern, which eventually allowed it to deliver everything to the other 
company as required. 

Case 2: Apology
The case was settled by the mere offering of an apology by the side in breach, once it became 
clear that the aggrieved party was not looking for restitution but rather vindication. 

Case 3: Drawing lots
The parties agreed to draw lots to pick which of several solutions was to be used to solve the 
dispute. This solution, while unorthodox, was only possible because all parties wanted to 
reach a solution and move on from the deadlock that they had found themselves in.

Case 4: Barter trade
The debtor agreed to transfer a piece of machinery, unrelated to the subject matter of the 
dispute, over to the creditor, for the creditor to sell to settle the debt amount. 

Case 5: Trademark
The two companies were fighting multiple lawsuits across several jurisdictions over 
trademark infringement. During mediation, an agreement was reached that covered the 
alleged infringements across all the relevant countries. One key result and motivation 
was that the lawsuits in every of those jurisdictions were promptly discontinued, and the 
financial bleeding to both companies stopped.
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tribunal. And yet, they were the best solutions 
and parties left the mediation satisfied.

Other benefits 
There are many other important advantages of 
going to mediation. 

In a difficult economic environment, the cost and 
time savings of mediation are hard to argue with. 
Around 90 per cent of mediations take only a day 
to complete, and the settlement rate for mediation 
cases is over 70 per cent. With such a high rate of 
success and minimal cost involved, the potential 
savings in legal fees arising from a months-long 
litigation or arbitration case are huge (See box, 
“Comparison of cost and time of various 
alternative dispute resolution processes”).

Another advantage of mediation is the 
confidential nature of the process. No business 
likes to air its dirty linen in public, but going to 
court results in precisely that outcome. Whether 
one side wins or loses the case, the details of the 
dispute will be splashed across the news, with 
some degree of damage to the brand and public 
goodwill. Mediation allows parties to avoid 
this by keeping the dispute resolution process 
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behind closed doors, away from reporters and 
photographers. 

The “circuit breaker” conditions related to Covid-19 
present challenges to all businesses in Singapore. 
If social distancing is here to stay for the long 
haul, the technological challenges with remote 
meetings will create problems for court hearings 
and arbitrations, where evidence is crucial and the 
oral arguments by lawyers play a big role in the 
outcome. Using online platforms is not ideal for 
hearing cases by the judge or arbitrator.

With mediation, however, even if there might be 
some difficulties for audio and visual connectivity 
along the way, parties can still reach a settlement 
and can always check the text of the co-drafted 
settlement agreement before finalising it. 
Mediation, therefore, is much better suited to 
the current fully remote working situation than 
litigation or arbitration. 

In this season of economic difficulty, perhaps not 
all change is bad. Companies becoming familiar 
and comfortable with using mediation is a positive 
step forward towards resolving business disputes 
quickly and amicably.

Comparison of time and cost of alternative dispute resolution processes 

Mediation

Expert Determination

TIME

COST

TIME

COST

Expert Determination Expedited Determination

Arbitration Court - Foreign Jurisdiction

Court - Foreign Jurisdiction

Expedited Arbitration Court - Home Jurisdiction

Mediation Arbitration Court - Home Jurisdiction

Source: World Intellectual Property Organization
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Governance and Leadership: 
Knowing When to Turn Around

Leadership qualities are amplified during a crisis. Purpose-driven leaders are 
focused on outcomes, and must possess the resilience and endurance to lead 

their organisations through a crisis. At the same time, discipline and governance, 
and the right “tone at the top” will help see them through the tough times. 

By    UANTCHERN LOH
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Leadership is often defined by the qualities 
displayed by the person who aspires to be 
a leader – wisdom, resilience, fearlessness 

and simply inspiring people to do the things that 
they never thought they could. 

Leadership can also be defined by the nature of 
the activities pursued – diving to the bottom of 
the deepest ocean or reaching the summit of the 
highest mountain.  

Heading for the summit
Leadership qualities are not always apparent 
from the outset. 

Take climbing Mount Everest, for example. 

It can take years and a lot of money to prepare for 
the ascent. The actual climb itself takes about two 
months and climbers will encounter the “death 
zone” – the ominous term given to altitudes 
above 8,000 metres where oxygen is dangerously 
limited. At such heights, the climber’s judgment 
becomes impaired, and can induce heart attacks, 
strokes, or severe altitude sickness. 

Leadership qualities are needed to overcome 
these substantial challenges and drive the climber 
to reach the summit. As the saying goes, “no pain, 
no gain”.

Someone who wants to summit Mount Everest 
may not know when to turn around when 
conditions take a turn for the worse. Whether 
it is bad weather conditions, adverse effects of 
the “death zone”, or any combination of factors, 
a turnaround situation can present itself at any 
stage of the journey. 

To turn around means to start descending from 
the mountain, no matter how tantalisingly close 
to the summit. 

Therein lies the dilemma. In order to succeed, one 
must be exceedingly driven. There is, however, 

a fine line between resilience and stubbornness. 
The latter can be dangerous. As an analogy, 
Mount Everest is littered with hundreds of 
corpses, climbers who were probably fearless 
and inspirational.

How can climbers avoid taking unnecessary 
risks? How can they prepare themselves to 
recognise the risks and know when to turn 
around? 

Starting from base camp
Just as CEOs have their boards to guide them, 
climbers have their base camps. A base camp is 
a safe place at the base of the mountain where 
climbers have their support team of advisers, 
rescuers and doctors. This is where they plan how 
to tackle the tough routes ahead and agree on the 
conditions for turning around.

Effective boards act as the base camps for CEOs, 
providing the right mix of support, advice and 
experience, as the CEOs embark on their strategic 
objectives.

Corporate leaders have their Everests. New 
markets to conquer, innovative products that 
promise to transform consumer behaviour, 
business alliances that will drive new revenue 
streams and refreshed strategies that will re-
engineer the company to greater heights. Each 
of these comes with targets, key performance 
indicators and stretch goals, the equivalent of the 
“death zone”, pushing leaders beyond their limits.

Turnarounds are difficult especially when time 
and money have been invested in the adventure. 
It can cost anything from US$40,000 (S$57,000) 
upwards to climb Everest. Business ventures are 
significantly more expensive, with millions spent 
on developing products and services, setting up 
partnerships, establishing distribution and supply 
networks, and marketing campaigns. When you 
have sunk in so much money, leaders can be 
afflicted with loss aversion.
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Reaching the Top, Safely: Leadership vs Governance

Loss aversion, as explained by behavioural 
scientist Dan Ariely in his book Predictably Irrational, 
is a human behaviour that describes how people 
are intrinsically afraid of losses. It refers to the 
tendency for people to strongly prefer avoiding 
losses rather than acquiring gains.

For a climber, a turnaround means that he has 
lost the opportunity of reaching the summit and 
with that, fame and glory. Studies suggest that 

psychologically, losses are twice as powerful 
as gains. And so, the climber pushes on to the 
summit, ignoring the red flags until it is too late 
to turn around.  

Corporate leaders will find themselves in similar 
situations, pushing harder even when losses are 
piling up. How can boards both encourage their 
CEOs to be risk-taking leaders, and at the same 
time keep them safe? Here are some practical 

Leadership is the 
willingness to try, 

governance is the wisdom 
to try again another day.

Leadership is the willingness 
to climb high, governance is 
the wisdom to slow down.

The major cause of altitude sickness (also known 
as mountain sickness) is going too high, too fast, 
in eagerness to reach the summit. Symptoms of 
altitude sickness include headaches, vomiting, 
tiredness, trouble sleeping and dizziness, which 
can ultimately lead to death. The technical term 
for preventing altitude sickness is known as 
acclimatisation or simply, just don’t rush.  

It is natural for the board to push the CEO 
to develop a brilliant strategy and to set and 
achieve aggressive targets. After all, that is what 
trailblazing leaders do. 

Effective boards, however, know that they must 
protect their people first. Boards and management 
must recognise mental health as a corporate risk 
and take steps to identify, manage and mitigate 
it in the same way that they approach other 
corporate risks.

Boards need to understand that the journey to 
the top is littered with risks, and they should be 
able to recognise the signs when it is time to turn 
around. In other words, the board of directors 
must know when to push and when not to rush.

Inexperienced climbers tend to summit 
a mountain on their first attempt, falling back 
on beginners’ luck. But this luck will soon run 
out. Experienced climbers know that it is about 
knowing the odds, and not about how fast 
or who will be the first to reach the summit. 
Put simply, it is wiser to fail than to die.  

The enterprise risk management (ERM) 
frameworks of companies typically 
identify the key risks that the organisation 
encounters, including operational, financial 
and technology risks. The organisation will 
adjust its strategy accordingly, depending on 
the risk ratings. 

But ERM frameworks typically don’t assess 
the risk profiles of individuals, especially the 
leaders. Are they prone to loss aversion or do 
they believe in beginners’ luck? In addition to 
the organisation’s risk profile, boards should 
also understand the risk profiles of their key 
management team. This will help the board to 
guide the senior executives on when to keep 
climbing or when to say walk away and fight 
another day.

SLOW
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Purpose and commitment are behind every 
worthwhile endeavour. A stated purpose sets 
a clear focus and direction for everyone involved. 
Boards, through a properly defined purpose, 
can influence the right values and shape 
corporate culture, to drive strategy.

FEATURES

The author is CEO, Asia Pacific at the Black Sun 
Group. He has served as the President of The 
Institute of Internal Auditors Singapore.

ideas for the right tone at the top to help leaders 
navigate the “death zones” and know when to 
turn around (see box, “Reaching the Top, Safely: 
Leadership vs Governance”).

George Mallory, an English mountaineer, 
is famous (among other things) for uttering the 
memorable response to the question, “Why did 
you want to climb Mount Everest?” with the 
retort: “Because it’s there.”

Leadership is the willingness to 
climb in any weather, governance is 

knowing the weather forecast. 

Mountains make their own weather. This essentially means that mountain 
weather is extremely unpredictable. A sunny and beautiful day can quickly 
turn into a blinding whiteout snow storm. The change is often fast and 
unforgiving.

The peak of Everest penetrates the stratosphere, which exposes it to the fast 
and freezing winds of the jet stream. Winds of up to 280 kilometres per hour 
have been recorded at the summit, easily blowing climbers off Everest. Most 
mountaineers attempt to summit Everest in May when temperatures are 
warmer and the jet stream has shifted away from the mountains.

Unpredictability, and a very small window of opportunity to reach the summit, 
coupled with altitude sickness, makes the odds look bad. However, mountain 
weather forecasting has become much more accurate due to advances in 
computer processing power. This has helped improve the odds for climbers.

In some ways, the internal audit function of organisations is the weather 
forecasting system for the board. In the area of compliance, internal audit, 
risk assessment, strategic planning and corporate governance, can provide 
the board with an assessment on whether the organisation and the CEO have 
a culture of compliance, or a culture of over-riding controls.

Through the power of data analytics, internal audit can help detect and 
predict what can go wrong. Boards should harness the full power of the 
internal audit function and corporate governance to “forecast the weather” 
and help leaders reach the summit safely.
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Sustainability is a key driver of future business success. Embedding sustainability 
in the business enables leaders to identify their impacts and review risks, 
opportunities and costs in an insightful manner that will help ensure resilience and 
relevance of the company’s future business. 

Why the Triple Bottom 
Line is Even 
More Critical Today
By  
MICHELE LEMMENS 
GRI Regional Head ASEAN Hub, 
TCS APAC Head Business Sustainability and Innovation Evangelist 

Sustainability is one of the most important 
challenges, and opportunities, of our 
time. And businesses are powerful 
enablers in the sustainability-led 

transformation journey. Some champions are 
aligning sustainability and business strategies  
by actively addressing the material change 
needed in business models as well as the 
extended responsibility across value chains and 
external systems. 
 
There are many others starting the journey 
to understand the relevance of sustainable 
development. Why it matters for the business, 
and how a multi-stakeholder approach across 
investors, consumers, employees, governments 
and others can inform decisions in a proactive 
manner leading to positive impacts.  

Changing expectations
Expectations of the responsibilities of board 
members continue to grow. While financial 

performance dominated centre-stage for many 
years, along with regulatory compliance, digital 
and innovation strategies have now become more 
important in creating a competitive advantage. 
Today, sustainability is a vital addition to the 
board agenda. 

Concurrently this change is also reflected in 
an evolving understanding that organisations 
need to operate with higher levels of purpose 
and corporate responsibility. Delivering 
financial rewards is clearly still important but 
needs to be treated as one of the components 
of the company’s “triple bottom line”, which 
encompasses consideration of people and planet 
along with profit.  

There are still many who cling to the outmoded 
notion that sustainability and profitability are 
conflicting goals, thinking that it is a choice 
between sustainability or profitability. However, 
this is just not the case. Increasingly, multiple 
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stakeholders, including investors, are calling 
for companies to pay attention to social and 
environmental impacts. 

Sustainability in the company 
Sustainable development recognises that there 
is just one earth and that humankind cannot 
continue pursuing growth in the same way or 
producing and consuming in the same manner, 
if there is to be anything left for future generations. 
The statistics, science and research outline the 
alarming, dire consequences of unrestrained 
consumption.

The time is now, to commit to a change in mindset 
and act. 

Taking a sustainability lens to business mirrors 
the complexities of managing in a world where 
leaders navigate multiple and often competing 
demands. The lens can be used to examine and 
review a company’s risks, from climate change 
to natural capital or modern slavery. Identifying 
a company’s role in waste and environmental 
damage and helping organisations think about 
costs as well as assets in a different way are other 
key activities. 

Sustainable development is a key driver of 
future business success. New business models, 
industries and customer needs are rapidly 
evolving as leaders consider how companies 
will deliver value using innovative approaches. 
These perspectives can help leaders ensure the 
resilience and relevance of a company’s future 
business.

For many industries, it can be a part of business, 
or whole of value chain consideration. Sustainability 
permeates all the way through the organisation. 
From people to operations and finance, from 
sourcing to compliance, from social responsibility 

to design – digital solutions and innovation 
can play a significant role in enabling positive 
progress. 

Sustainability-oriented thinking helps to reframe 
the company’s role in creating a future that 
is about doing well and also doing good. 
It is certainly much more than corporate social 
responsibility and compliance.

Transparency and disclosure 
Sustainability reporting is a key tool to drive 
better outcomes. Knowing the external impact 
of the business, its baseline, targets and strategic 
trajectory, are critical data points to effective 
governance. When a company measures results 
and tracks its progress, it will make better 
decisions on information that matters and have 
the motivation to improve. 

Sustainability disclosure is about capturing 
the most material impacts of an organisation’s 
operations from a multi-stakeholder perspective. 
These economic, environmental and social 
impacts have financial implications for a business, 
from capital raising to brand value, to costs 
associated with waste, employee loss and new 
customer acquisition.

Leaders in sustainability reporting share the 
perspective that a company must deliver financial 
returns responsibly, usually taking a longer-
term approach. Over the last few years many 
stock exchanges and regulators in ASEAN have 
mandated sustainability disclosure – Singapore 
Exchange, Bursa Malaysia, Stock Exchange of 
Thailand, Philippines Stock Exchange and the 
Indonesia Stock Exchange, among them.

The regional exchanges use the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) either as reference or as a framework. 
See box, “What is GRI?”.
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Championing sustainability at the 
board level 
Sustainability is no longer a “nice-to-have” for 
management or the board. Increasingly, well-governed 
boards are including achievement of sustainability 
goals in consideration for performance bonuses. 

Boards that take longer-term views integrate 
sustainability in their business strategies. Such boards 
will have a board member or board committee 
with explicit responsibility for the corporations’ 
sustainability goals and environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) outcomes. 

Directors have an important role in driving the 
sustainability agenda, and should consider the 
following points. 

1. Facilitate the right questions. Ask for the 
 data and question the status-quo. Encourage 

management to use the sustainability lens to 
identify the transformation required.

2. Allocate adequate airtime in board meetings 
for sustainability topics, and establish 
committees to ensure progress.

3. Drive discussions from a multi-stakeholder, 
longer-term perspective. 

4. Ensure sustainability has a strong voice at the 
board level, in executive leadership and in 
innovation investment portfolios. 

5. Require responsibility for sustainability to be 
distributed across the company’s leadership 
supported by leading key performance 
indicators.

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is an 
independent international organisation that 
has pioneered sustainability reporting for more 
than 22 years. 

GRI’s framework and standards for 
sustainability reporting help companies, 
governments and other organisations 
understand and communicate the impact of 
business on critical sustainability issues, such as 
climate change, human rights, and corruption.

Some 93 per cent of the top 250 global companies 
by revenue report on sustainability, and three 
quarters of them use the GRI framework to 
do so.

GRI enables reporting transparency, grounded 
by the GRI Standards, so that companies can 
build trust and provide the accountability that 
is increasingly demanded by a spectrum of 
stakeholders including employees, customers 
and investors. 

What is GRI?

GRI: The Power of Sustainability Reporting

The GRI Standards establish a common language 
that enables a company’s economic, environmental 
and social impacts to be effectively communicated 
and understood. They are the first global standards 
for sustainability reporting, and feature a modular, 
interrelated structure that represents global best 
practice for sustainability reporting.

Source: GRI
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Rewiring leadership
Corporate leaders need to rise to the 
unprecedented social and environmental 
challenges. There is growing public expectation 
and a commercial case for businesses to shape 
and champion the sustainability-led change 
needed for a better future – not just adapt to it. 

The Cambridge Impact Leadership Model, 
informed by the Cambridge Institute for 
Sustainability Leadership’s work with over 
9,000 leaders, describes how leadership can be 
built to deliver value for business, society and 
the environment (see box, Cambridge Impact 
Leadership Model”).

In summary, sustainable development makes 
good business sense. Companies can be 
sustainable while also contributing strong 
financial returns if they consider a long-term 
perspective that understands, considers and 
balances the competing demands of multiple 
stakeholders, along with people and planet.  

Sustainable development is not easy, but we 
need to accelerate the rate of change. Like 
anything new, the path is uncertain and there 
is a lot to learn but the process is proven. There 
is much to be done if we are to collectively 
affect the current trajectory of companies’ triple 
bottom lines.

Cambridge Impact Leadership Model

Source: Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership, 2018. 
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Flattening 
the Curve
By    MICHAEL TANG
 Head, Listing Policy and Product Admission, 
 Singapore Exchange Regulation



SID DIRECTORS BULLETIN 2020 Q3 SID DIRECTORS BULLETIN 2020 Q3

51

These are extraordinary times.
 
As the Covid-19 pandemic worsens globally, 
healthcare systems are under pressure to cope 
with the exponential rise in cases that require 
treatment. Medical professionals in some 
countries have been forced to make difficult 
decisions as to who to save and who to let die, 
living daily with life-or-death dilemmas. 

To relieve these pressures, local and national 
governments have issued shelter-in-place or stay-
home orders, beseeching their polities to limit 
physical interaction with others. Leaders around 
the world have had to make the choice to sacrifice 
economic growth to combat the crisis.

The goal is to slow the infection rate and stretch 
out the number of infected cases over time, 

so that at any one point, the healthcare system 
is not overwhelmed and is operating within 
its capacity. While infection numbers would 
likely still grow, there would be lower peaks of 
infections. This strategy is known as “flattening 
the curve”.

As this crisis shows, we are all in it together, and 
no one can opt out of playing their part in our 
common endeavour.

Sustainability agenda
Similarly, and without derogating from the severe 
challenges we face due to the Covid-19 situation, 
the sustainability agenda calls upon us to play 
our part in securing our common future.

In a 1972 publication called The Limits to Growth, 
the Club of Rome, a think-tank of scientists, 

FEATURES

Singapore Exchange introduced sustainability reporting on a "comply or 
explain" basis in June 2016. The crisis caused by the global pandemic and the 
widespread disruption has highlighted the social aspect of the sustainability 
agenda, and the responsibility of businesses to flatten the sustainability curve.
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economists, business leaders and former 
politicians, highlighted the negative impact of 
continuous material growth and the pursuit of 
endless economic expansion. 

Simply put, the rate at which we are using the 
earth’s resources far outstrips the capacity of 
the planet to continue to sustain us. Similar 
to healthcare systems, the planet has finite 
resources. If we continue in the same trajectory, 
we will overwhelm our ecosystem. 

It is for this reason that the UN established 
the Brundtland Commission, which released 
a report in 1987 to call for sustainable development, 
to “meet the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs”. In essence, we also need 
to flatten the sustainability curve.

Sustainability journey for corporates
Singapore’s journey in sustainability through 

the business community started as a national 
tripartite initiative for corporate social responsibility 
in 2004. It brought together employers, employees 
and the government to leverage on their respective 
interests. The initiative was the forerunner of 
Global Compact Network Singapore, the 
Singapore chapter of the UN initiative for 
corporate sustainability. 

With the rise in interest from investors, 
Singapore Exchange (SGX) recognised that 
securities exchanges can contribute towards 
long-term responsible investment, dovetailing 
with the UN’s establishment of the Sustainable 
Stock Exchanges initiative. To continue to attract 
quality investors and compete internationally, 
companies must increase transparency on 
sustainability issues. 

In 2011, SGX released a Policy Statement and 
a Sustainability Reporting Guide for Listed 
Companies. The Policy Statement set out, 

Adapted from The Sustainable Fashion Forum

Time

Climate 
Impact

Earth’s Capacity

Climate Action

No Action

Flattening the Sustainability Curve



SID DIRECTORS BULLETIN 2020 Q3 SID DIRECTORS BULLETIN 2020 Q3

53FEATURES

for the first time, the regulatory position that 
sustainability reporting is an important aspect of 
holistic disclosure by listed companies. The Guide 
outlined best practices in sustainability reporting, 
and was voluntary in nature. 

In 2013, SGX signalled its intention to move to 
a “comply or explain” model of sustainability 
reporting, after assessing that more could be done 
to accelerate adoption. 

Over the next two years, an interactive approach 
was taken to extensively engage listed companies 
on setting appropriate requirements, through 
surveys and focused discussions with industry 
groups. Investors were also surveyed to 
understand their needs and expectations.

Following a public consultation in 2016 which set 
forth SGX’s synthesised proposal, sustainability 
reporting was elevated into a listing rule 
requirement the same year.

Post-implementation, Singapore Exchange 
Regulation commissioned the National 
University of Singapore’s Centre for Governance, 
Institutions and Organisations to review 
the sustainability reporting performance of 
Singapore-listed companies after SGX mandated 
sustainability reporting. 

The study found that sustainability disclosures 
from Singapore-listed issuers had developed 
in depth and breadth from previously, guided 
by the regulatory requirements. Almost all 
companies published their sustainability report in 
a timely manner, with about 80 per cent of these 
companies doing so for the first time. Mainboard 
and Catalist companies performed on par with 
each other, proving that the stage of growth is no 
deterrent to reporting. 

Sustaining the community
Singapore companies will continue charting 
their pathway in the sustainability journey. 
The pandemic crisis has shown that Singapore 
companies will step up to the challenges of 
our times. 

They are heeding the call of the authorities, 
implementing the latest precautions such as 
temperature checks, travel declarations, and 
safe distancing measures. Some companies have 
had to suspend businesses altogether, suffering 
big economic tolls while acknowledging that 
their sacrifice will help to prevent the spread 
of the disease.

Companies are also doing what they can to 
ensure the health and safety of their employees, 
providing hand sanitisers, face masks and 
equipment for telecommuting.

Other companies have extended exceptional 
support to their wider stakeholders. From 
ensuring uninterrupted supply of essential 
items, to providing rental rebates for tenants, 
to extending loan reliefs for bank borrowers, 
to providing discounted or free enterprise 
solutions to enable customers to continue their 
businesses remotely, Singapore companies are 
helping where they can make the most impact. 
They are assessing how their businesses impact 
the community, and where they can make 
a difference.  

Until now, much of the focus on sustainability 
has been on the environmental aspects. 
However, the crisis has accentuated the social 
aspect of sustainability – it is also about treating 
workers right, anticipating customer needs and 
supporting the wider community. This is the 
responsibility of businesses to society.
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Charismatic and responsible leadership is needed 
on corporate boards to make full use of tangible and 
intangible capitals to help stop the contagion and 
achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.

Stopping the Contagion 
and Achieving the SDGs
By    STEPHEN B. YOUNG
 Global Executive Director of the Caux Round Table for Moral Capitalism
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The global community today confronts two 
daunting challenges. First, ending a global 
contagion and restoring prosperity. Second, 

implementing the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) in every country. 
 
Business is the ultimate driver of results in both 
endeavours, for only business creates wealth 
and brings new technologies to scale in human 
affairs. Neither governments nor civil society 
can successfully compete with business in 
wealth creation and the application of innovative 
technology to human needs.

The major business entities are governed by 
their boards of directors. How directors lead 
their corporations is therefore a vital factor in the 
success or failure of these two global endeavours. 
 
The role of leaders
Leadership keeps organisations and their people 
focused on mission. Mission sets the priorities, 
providing focus for the organisation’s calculations 
and its work towards long-term outcomes. 

Therefore, leadership must rise above what is 
immediate, what is distracting, and what is not 
mission-supportive. Leadership thus provides an 
intellectual and emotional centering, demanding 
a steady, reliable and reassuring guiding 
presence. Leaders act intently but calmly with 
thoughtful purpose, not from fear or other more 
self-centred worries.  

A leadership mindset carries into action, overcoming 
doubts and irresolution so that there is “skin in 
the game”.  When others perceive commitment, 
they in turn trust the leaders more and step up 
their own commitment to the needed effort.

Moral purpose
In 1938, American author Chester Bernard, in 
his seminal work, The Functions of the Executive, 

concluded that moral purpose is at the core of 
executive leadership: “Out of the void comes the 
spirit that shapes the ends of men.” So, to achieve 
outcomes such as the SDGs and to contain the 
Covid-19 outbreak, effective leadership is called for.

Management cannot rise to the task. Its centre 
of gravity is not spiritual but practical.  Management 
focuses on who should do what and how it should 
be done. Management allocates resources – money, 
time and supplies – and sets forth the specification 
of tasks. 

Leadership, on the other hand, decides what is 
to be accomplished and why. In short, leadership 
tends towards the strategic and management to 
the tactical.

However, as Chester Bernard pointedly warned, 
a leader who overlooks tactics is very quickly 
overtaken by events and sets himself up for 
failure. The leader must ensure that management 
is aligned with the mission and that mission does 
not demand too much from management.

But what vision of leadership is most appropriate 
for a company director?

Here, charisma and responsibility come to mind. 
These are different but mutually supportive 
leadership traits. Charisma provides the director 
with personal stature and inner power, while 
responsibility points the way to duty. Let us look 
at them in greater detail.

Charismatic leadership
Charisma is the innermost moral energy of the 
leader. It comes from personal faith, originating 
in our values. Values inspire with purpose, 
meaning, vocation, resolve and a dedication to 
persevere and accomplish what is noble and 
worthy. Values glue the individual to something 
more transcendent than positional authority 
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public office or corporate appointee, those 
entrusted with power over the property of 
another are held to high standards of fiduciary 
responsibility as agents and trustees. This ideal 
of stewardship along with rules of equity was 
imposed on those who became directors of joint 
stock companies and crown corporations, in the 
English courts.

The trust corpus placed under the supervision of 
company directors contains more than financial 
capital. The value of an enterprise is not created 
by financial results only, although that is one 
way of measuring business achievements. 
The financial approach cannot define the goals 
and objectives necessary to implement the SDGs. 
Nor do financial metrics show how to protect the 
world from Covid-19 infection.

Beyond tangible capital
If financial accounts report outcomes, what 
can measure the inputs needed for company 
success in meeting the expectations of multiple 
stakeholders? What makes future profit probable 
and future losses avoidable?

Profit and loss (P&L) statements and balance 
sheets report the outcome of prior activities. 
They report retrospective data, not the new 
inputs which will determine future results. 
How many companies use P&L statements and 
balance sheets for strategic planning or risk-
management of future operations?

The old metric – the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats (SWOT) analysis – for 
future oriented decision-making was inductive 
and conceptual. SWOT analysis is a work of 
prediction, an estimation of probabilities and 
possibilities.

Both the US Business Roundtable and the World 
Economic Forum (Davos Manifesto 2020) define 

or personal advancement. Motivation through 
charisma is guided by ethics. 

Jim Collins, author of Good to Great, noted that 
the most skilled leaders channel their ego needs 
away from themselves and into the larger goal 
of building a great company. It is not that these 
leaders have no ego or self-interest. “Indeed, 
they are incredibly ambitious – but their 
ambition is first and foremost for the institution, 
not themselves.” 

This inner determination and self-control are 
found within great leaders, and not bestowed 
by acquisition of a position title or receipt of 
a handsome salary.

Most importantly, charisma is not megalomania, 
narcissism or any other ego delusions of 
superiority. Charisma may be a personal quality, 
but it only happens through the action of others, 
by those who feel its presence and in response 
willingly follow where directed. Charismatic 
leadership cannot be created by command.

Responsible leadership
Then, there is role responsibility that directors 
must attend to. While charisma creates leadership 
potential, meeting leadership responsibilities well 
ensures leadership success. Leaders are elected to 
an office, and as stewards, they have the fiduciary 
duty of putting service above self.

Stewardship is the power to act in the stead and 
place of the real owner. The first responsibility 
of a steward is to preserve the corpus entrusted 
to his or her management. The steward is to 
prevent loss and so sustain value. In addition, 
it is expected of stewards that they increase the 
value of the assets entrusted to them. 

The role responsibilities are inherent in whatever 
office is entrusted to an individual. Whether 
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realities – company governance, company culture, 
brand reputation – in the first place attract initial 
investment capital. They create confidence in the 
enterprise among its shareholders and creditors.

It is then these social and human capitals which 
allow a firm to engage with its stakeholders. 
Profitable risk management of interactions with 
customers, employees, suppliers, investors, 
communities and the environment is best 
measured by measuring the probable impact of 
each intangible capital asset.

Thus, the corpus of assets under the stewardship 
of company directors includes social and human 
capitals, along with other intangibles. Directors 
have a fiduciary duty to account for the wise 
and productive use of such capitals as well as 
for the financial health of the company. Directors 
must bring their charisma to the execution of 
responsibility for how the company’s officers and 
employees direct the application of all forms 
of capital.

success in business as serving in proportional 
balance the interests of stakeholders, not just the 
financial interests of owners. To better manage 
the risks of engagement with stakeholders, 
a more comprehensive analytical framework for 
measuring outcomes than is currently taught in 
business schools is needed to guide directors in 
their stewardship.

The chart, “Tangible and intangible capital 
flows”, illustrates how the different capitals 
engage with one another as the firm produces 
marketable and profitable goods and services.

In their stewardship, company directors should 
use a new format for a balance sheet in order to 
measure comprehensively their use of all capitals 
– tangible and intangible.  

The Caux Round Table believes that intangible 
capitals are the pre-cursors of profit. As capital 
inputs, they make financial results possible. 
The intangible capitals of human skills and social 
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Business can no longer be solely about 
profits and shareholder returns. Increased 
pressure from stakeholders and focus on 
environmental, social and governance 
aspects are forcing companies to embed 
sustainability into their corporate strategy.

Embedding 
Sustainability 
in Company 
Strategy
By    CONSTANT VAN AERSCHOT
 Director Asia Pacific, 
 World Business Council for 
 Sustainable Development

Every country has its own corporate 
governance legislative framework. It is 
made up of “hard” and “soft” law mechanisms, 

e.g. voluntary codes, principles, guidelines and 
toolkits. A recent research by the World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) 
in 12 countries, including Singapore, shows that 
of the 143 identified reporting requirements on 
governance, 39 per cent are mandatory, 43 per 
cent voluntary and 17 per cent comply or 
explain basis. 
 
Common to all these corporate governance 
codes is that they clearly define the purpose 

of corporate governance as: (1) value creation 
and success for the firm in the long term and (2) 
value creation for all stakeholders, including 
the company’s shareholders, employees, 
suppliers, communities and its contribution to 
wider society. 

Evolution of corporate governance
Multilateral organisations issue commonly 
accepted international practices to improve 
the effectiveness of corporate governance and 
to promote market confidence. Notably the 
“Principles of Corporate Governance” by the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development, and the “Global Governance 
Principles” by the International Corporate 
Governance Network.

Over the decades, however, resource consumption, 
emissions, pollutions, land conversions and 
biodiversity losses have grown exponentially. 
Economic theories and business models are 
constantly changing, and the world in which 
economist Milton Friedman espoused his free-
market capitalism principles has moved on. 

In The Limits to Growth, first published in 1972, 
a team of scientists developed a model to gain 
insights into the limits of our world system and 
the constraints on human activity. One of 
the conclusions is that the limits to growth on 
earth would become evident by 2072, leading 
to “sudden and uncontrollable decline in 
both population and industrial capacity”. 
Subsequent reviews of the model confirmed the 
initial findings. 

In 2015, every UN member state adopted the 
Sustainable Development Goals, a framework 
for structuring the decoupling of economic 
development from the abuse of nature and the 
exploitation of social inequalities. 

That same year, 195 parties signed the Paris 
Climate Change agreement and set a goal to reach 
zero net emissions as the way to secure the safe 
operating space of humanity on earth. 

In 2018, the UN Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change warned there was only about 
12 years left for global warming to be kept to 
a maximum of 1.5 degrees Celsius, beyond which 
even half a degree will significantly worsen the 
risks of drought, floods, extreme heat and poverty 
for hundreds of millions of people.

All this has served as a turning point for companies.

For the first time, business moved from being 
partly responsible for the problem to be an 
essential part of the solution. To be successful, 
business models now have to change drastically 
regarding the way they recognise the services 
nature provides and which they depend upon. 
Companies must consider their responsibility 
towards nature and human development.

The shift towards stakeholder capitalism
In most countries, there has been a common 
acceptance that shareholder primacy is the 
cornerstone of governance systems. The 
shareholder value maximisation model positions 
shareholders’ interests above those of other 
stakeholders. 

Board directors have traditionally been 
appointed with the mandate that their duties 
are mainly – or even solely – toward achieving 
maximum short-term financial returns for the 
shareholders. This assumption comes from 
the belief that shareholders do not just own 
shares in a company, but that they own the 
company itself. This misconception disregards 
the fact that the corporation is the legal 
owner of its business enterprise, not the 
shareholders. 

There is a growing agreement between 
companies, investors, academia and civil society 
that there needs to be a fundamental change in 
how capital markets create value. This involves 
a shift from focus on short- and medium-term 
profits to long-term sustainable value creation 
and growth. 

More companies are also acknowledging that 
relationships within corporate governance are 
not only between shareholders, management 
and board, but also with the company’s key 
stakeholders and the community in which the 
company operates. 
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At the same time, the law continues to enlarge 
the fiduciary duties of directors. The creation of 
shareholder value alone may not be enough to 
justify a company’s long-term existence. If its 
financial objectives are advanced at the expense 
of wider stakeholders’ interests, then a company’s 
licence to operate may be at risk and its directors 
viewed as having failed in their fiduciary duties.

Take, for example, the issue of plastic waste in the 
world’s oceans. The licence to operate of many 
companies linked to the plastic value chain is 
coming under greater scrutiny from society and 
governments.

This shift can also be seen in the August 2019 
“Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation” 
issued by the Business Roundtable, a nonprofit 
organisation made up of over 200 CEOs of major 
US corporations: “Each of our stakeholders is 
essential. We commit to deliver value to all of 
them, for the future success of our companies, 
our communities and our country.” 

Integrating sustainability in boards
To integrate sustainability at board level, boards 
must first question the effectiveness of their 
internal controls and evaluate their governance 
processes by asking in depth and challenging 
questions, such as:

- How well does the board understand the 
pressing new and emerging risks that pose 

 a threat to their company? 
- To what extent is the board considering and 

actively discussing environmental, social 
and governance (ESG)-related risks and 
opportunities?

- What does the communication and oversight 
look like between sustainability and other 
relevant business functions?

- Does the board or relevant committee have 
responsibility, accountability and oversight of 

sustainability and foster a culture of integration 
and information sharing?

- Are there specific key performance indicators 
around ESG-related issues that are being 
supervised by top-level management?

- Is the board composed of directors with 
relevant skills and expertise?

- Are the remuneration incentives in line with 
the company’s strategy that promotes long-
term growth? 

One widely accepted practice is to establish 
a board-level sustainability committee (see box, 
“How a sustainability committee can add value 
to governance”). By doing so, a company can 
establish accountability for the oversight and 
consideration of ESG issues, as well as a line of 
responsibility throughout the various business 
activities and day-to-day operations.

A sustainability committee should have a clear 
mandate to support value creation throughout all 
business functions by implementing a top-down 
approach and clear responsibilities on the issues 
and risks. It is pivotal for other board directors 
and the CEO to attend every meeting to avoid 
the committee being marginalised and to ensure 
collaboration and unification.

To support companies in the transitional shift to 
integrate sustainability into governance structure, 
multilateral organisations have stepped in and 
provided frameworks, principles, research 
and toolkits. These include the guidance for 
“Applying Enterprise Risk Management to ESG-
related Risks” from WBCSD and the Committee 
of Sponsoring Organizations of the Treadway 
Commission, and recommendations by the Task 
Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures 
from the Financial Stability Board.

In the international corporate governance paradigm, 
South Africa has been a trailblazer. Its King IV Code 
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provides an extensive and robust corporate guide to 
promoting inclusive capitalism, integrated thinking, 
stakeholder inclusivity and corporate citizenship. 

The way forward
The boardroom agenda, going forward, has to take 
the long-term view of corporate governance. Short-
termism and the outdated concept of maximising 
shareholder value have to give way to a broader 
concept of stakeholder interests embedded in 
sustainability. Corporate strategy and directorship 
priorities have to be re-evaluated in this new light.

In this age of 24/7 media and increased 
transparency, companies are under greater 
scrutiny by government, regulators, media, 
consumers, investors and employees. 

Fundamentally, boards that understand the 
benefits that can be realised through responsible 
oversight and decision-making, and embed 
the ESG factors of sustainability into their 
corporate strategy, will be better equipped to 
tackle the formidable challenges of a rapidly 
changing world.
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Collaborate with other 
committees and business 
functions of the company 

on ESG risks and 
opportunities

Increase 
stakeholder 

awareness of the 
benefits of 

a sustainable 
strategy

Conduct a materiality 
assessment to identify 

potential short- and 
long-term trends and 

impacts to the business 
of ESG issues

Determine the key 
ESG risks that might
impact the long-term 

competitiveness 
of the firm

Set sustainability
goals, targets and

KPIs to monitor and
report on progress

Facilitate 
communications 

and make 
recommendations 

to the board 
regarding ESG 

activities

Sustainability
Committee

Develop and 
communicate 
a strategy for 

sustainability initiatives 
and link those 

initiatives to business 
priorities

Source: World Business Council for Sustainable Development

How a Sustainability Committee Can Add Value to Governance
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The importance of sustainable leadership is more important now than ever, as the world 
faces growing uncertainty and threats from the pandemic, climate change, technological 
disruption and polarisation. The decade ahead will need to be one of decisive action. 

The 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), adopted by all member states in 
2015, serve as a roadmap guiding our actions 

towards a better future envisioned by the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development: one in which 
resources are responsibly used, the environment is 
properly cared for, and communities are uplifted.

Today, progress is being made on many fronts. 
But overall, action to meet the SDGs is not yet 
advancing at the speed or scale required to 
deliver the goals by 2030. Amidst uncertainties 
caused by the coronavirus outbreak, climate 
change, technological disruption and growing 
polarisation, the decade ahead will need to be 
one of decisive action. Sustainable leadership by 
both boards and corporates is more crucial now 
than ever. 
 
Sustainable leadership: the local 
landscape
2019 was a year of regulatory progress for 
Singapore, with the enactment of the carbon tax, 
the introduction of the Zero Waste Masterplan, 
and the launch of a US$2 billion (S$2.8 billion) 
Green Investments Programme. Likewise, Budget 
2020 underscored the importance of sustainability 
for national security, the environment and 
workforce. Policies that emphasise innovation, 
upskilling and community were enacted, with 
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the aim of building a safe, secure, inclusive and 
global city.

Against this backdrop, decisive corporate actions 
can build on sound regulatory support to further 
amplify Singapore’s progress towards the SDGs.

At corporate level, there is increasing awareness 
of the business case for sustainability and the 
integration of environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) issues into corporate strategy and decisions. 
Conversations around sustainability, both on the 
ground and in the boardroom, are moving from the 
margins to the mainstream. 

As ESG matters are finding their way into the  
boardroom agenda, more local companies are gaining 
recognition as corporate champions of sustainability 
on the global stage. For example, City Developments, 
CapitaLand and Singtel – all signatories to the 
United Nations Global Compact – are recognised 
in Corporate Knights’ 2020 Global 100, an index 
of the world’s 100 most sustainable corporations. 

Leadership for decisive action
In times of crisis, purpose-driven organisations 
will prevail. 

The board’s strategic decisions, its relationship 
with management, and accountability to 

Corporate Leadership, Re-imagined: 
The Importance and Implications 
of Sustainability
By    ESTHER CHANG 
 Executive Director, Global Compact Network Singapore
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The SDGs provide a guide for businesses, and 
taking action towards these goals is helping to 
create a world that we want to live in and for 
future generations.

As we weather through this unprecedented time 
in history, the opportunity to bring together 
stakeholders (investors, companies, policymakers, 
academics and society) along this journey must 
not be wasted. Sustainable leadership is required 
more than ever. 
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shareholders, must be guided by visionary 
leadership. 

Corporate action should not be measured 
solely in economic terms, but also by how well 
businesses conduct themselves against a set of 
core values centred around human rights, labour, 
environmental protection and anti-corruption. 
Good corporate governance will guide actions 
that define company reputation and credibility, 
and stakeholder trust.

Guiding business towards greater sustainability for the long term

1. Align buy-in on sustainability from boards and management.
Boards have a responsibility to influence management that sustainability is a key component in 
the company’s business strategy and operating model. The future-proofing of business models, 
strategies and operations must go beyond the bottom line. Understanding and evaluating the 
impact and risks of ESG issues can help leverage them for the longer-term good of the business. 

2. Have clarity in core competencies and set clear sustainability targets.
No one company alone can achieve all the SDGs. Businesses need to have clarity on their core 
competencies and map those to relevant SDG targets and indicators. This will give focus and 
priority to the SDGs they can contribute most to.
 
With a clear view on the sustainable development targets, leadership teams can more effectively 
develop concrete sustainability strategies and actions, further underscoring the need for 
material sustainability issues to be incorporated into the board agenda. To better facilitate board 
strategy decisions, companies can seek advice from external experts or convene a sustainability 
advisory council.

3. Adopt a principles-based approach.
The UN Global Compact has outlined a set of universal principles that guide responsible 
practice and culture. It calls on all companies to align strategies and operations with principles 
on human rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption. The principles also serve as the 
foundation for any company seeking to advance the SDGs, through both advocating responsible 
business practices and encouraging innovation and collaboration in solving societal challenges.

As the future becomes increasingly difficult to predict, a principles-based approach allows 
businesses to pivot their course of action when the road ahead swerves – allowing businesses to 
thrive while staying true to their core values.
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BOARDROOM MATTERS

BOARDROOM
MATTERS

S I N G A P O R E
INSTITUTE OF
D I R E C T O R S

What’s the Big Deal About 
Sustainability?

By  LAWRENCE LOH

Stakeholders are increasingly demanding 
companies to embrace the notion of sustainability, 
and that is going to matter. 

Do boards need to care about sustainability? This 
is a question I often face in my interactions with 
corporate leaders.

An old friend of mine, who is also a top information 
technology (IT) leader in a renowned Singapore 
company, provided an interesting perspective. 
He said that, unlike IT, sustainability was “fluffy”.

He explained in great detail the many “inflexion 
points” that IT has undergone over the years. 
Many of us can, of course, see these IT-induced 
changes in the economy. Most importantly, he 
said, it is possible for companies to adopt the 
benefits of IT and derive value for themselves.
 
In other words, companies have an incentive to 
invest in IT. However, my friend believes the 
same cannot be said for sustainability. In his view, 
it is not a “legitimate” corporate endeavour.

Limited commitment in sustainability
As it turns out, many companies and their boards 
share my friend’s perspective, at least in the 
quality of adherence for various critical aspects 
of sustainability.

With the Singapore Exchange mandating 
sustainability reporting, on a comply-or-explain 
basis, from 2018, all listed firms would have made 

such reporting. However, in the 2019 Singapore 
Governance and Transparency Index (SGTI), 
which was produced by CGIO of NUS Business 
School, with CPA Australia and SID, the specific 
results on sustainability were not too promising. 

The present state of affairs is neither desirable 
nor encouraging, simply because they raise 
troubling questions about corporate attitudes 
towards the interests of stakeholder groups such 
as communities, creditors, customers, employees, 
investors, and even the value chains at large.

For instance, in the important area of health 
and safety, we would have expected almost 
full compliance amongst all companies. But the 
2019 SGTI findings revealed only 37 per cent 
compliance in disclosures on consumer health 
and safety and 70 per cent on employee health 
and safety.

More than “just” the environment
Why are companies less than thorough in 
committing to sustainability? Part of the reason is 
that sustainability is not well understood.  

Its historic genesis is rooted in the environment, 
with which it retains strong associations. There 
is, in other words, a strong “green” undertone. 
To be sure, maintaining a better environment, 
specifically to tackle the problem of climate 
change, is important. Notwithstanding the 
involvement of many credible organisations, 
it does not help the greater sustainability cause 
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Lawrence Loh is a member of the Singapore Corporate 
Awards Committee, Best Investor Relations Award 
Judging Panel, managed by the Singapore Institute 
of Directors.

Boardroom Matters is a regular column by SID in 
The Business Times and its online financial portal 
BTInvest where this article was first published.

that advocates of environment protection are often 
perceived to be overzealous activists.

This is not to suggest that the perils of climate change 
should be understated. Nor is it the case that boards, 
on a broader level, are numb to the garden variety 
of global initiatives that have sprouted over the years, 
all exhorting a wholehearted embrace of sustainability. 
If anything, the wide adoption of the Paris Agreement 
and the Sustainable Development Goals clearly 
indicates which side of the sustainability argument 
most corporate leaders fall on.

However, my point is that sustainability is about 
much more than “just” the environment. Rather, 
there are many ways to frame the idea or ideal 
of sustainability. The “ESG” approach which 
connotes the environmental, social and governance 
aspects of corporate practice is one such way.

Stakeholder lens
The stakeholder perspective is, in my view, 
probably the best approach for companies to 
embrace sustainability and for them to derive value 
from it. As a matter of best practice, a company’s 
spectrum of key stakeholders should be mapped 
out to determine how it can benefit from engaging 
each of them.

For instance, with respect to the community, 
companies will be valued more if they demonstrate 
socially responsible behaviour. Similarly, 
customers, especially those in the LOHAS 
(Lifestyles of Health and Sustainability) 
segment, often prefer to buy from companies 
with sustainable practices. For creditors, lower 
cost of financing may be possible. Similarly, 
better quality and more engaged employees 
may be recruited. On the investor side, there 
may be better access to capital as this group is 
increasingly looking at sustainable impact when 
making investing decisions.

The proof is in the pudding, as global surveys 
and academic literature point clearly to the 

positive relationship between sustainability 
practices and corporate performance.

But there’s the rub: If the evidence supports the 
benefit of incorporating sustainability into 
a company’s operations, then why do we not see 
more companies scrambling to do so?

There is, of course, the cost issue. But the crux of the 
matter is the classical “free-rider” problem especially 
when it relates to free resources, particularly the 
environment. When a clean environment is regarded 
as “free”, then every company will consume as much 
“free” resources as possible without any regard to 
others, or the consequences.

However, if we embrace a holistic notion of 
sustainability to cover a wide range of stakeholders 
and address them for specific relevance to the company, 
the value proposition becomes much clearer.

Imminent imperative
Apple’s founder Steve Jobs famously said: “If you 
don’t cannibalise yourself, someone else will.” 
Conversely, and perhaps less perversely, from 
a sustainability standpoint, if directors do not 
make their company sustainable, some stakeholder 
will force them to.

In other words, companies may soon have 
no choice on the matter. Stakeholders are 
increasingly demanding that companies embrace 
the notion of sustainability. If the SGTI results on 
critical areas of sustainability are an indication, 
the signals may be weak now, but I genuinely 
believe that the tide is turning.
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By    JOYCE CHEE, Sustainable and Impact Investing Advisor, Credit Suisse AG Singapore

Invest for Impact and Returns: 
The Asian Context
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Imagine a female secondary school student living in a rural village in 
Indonesia, far away from the busy city streets of Jakarta. She dreams of 
being able to supplement her formal education, supplied by the state, 
with additional tuition to support her goal of going for further studies. 

But those supplementary classes are far away and would entail a difficult 
commute, not including the expenses that her family can hardly afford.
 
Fortunately, she is a user of Ruangguru, a digital education portal 
created by an Indonesian education technology company. In the safety 
of her home, she can watch professional and high-quality videos on a 
vast range of school subjects, take practice questions, and consult online 
tutors in a quick and effective manner. Once a year, she pays a fee that 
is only a fraction of what brick-and-mortar tuition centres charge. 

Opening new possibilities
Thanks to improved digital technologies and the impact investors backing 
Ruangguru, opportunities for a brighter future are opening up for not 
only her but many other young people. Such innovative solutions can help 
reduce the social gap between the urban rich and the rural poor, opening 
up new possibilities. 

FEATURES

“Impact investing”, an approach foreign to many in Asia 
just five years ago, is now seen as a powerful way to 
invest. Small and medium sized enterprises, in particular, 
can play a role in using this form of private capital to 
expand and create solutions for deeply-rooted social and 
environmental challenges.
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Ruangguru is an investee company of the Asia 
Impact Investment Fund, managed by UOB 
Venture Management with Credit Suisse acting 
as Impact Advisor. Starting out as a learning 
management systems provider for schools, the 
company now also offers app-based lessons that 
complement the Indonesian state curriculum, 
providing compelling, “gamified” content that 
supports and enhances the learning experience. 
It has over 13 million users and is a poster child 
for the disruptive digital innovation across 
developing Asia.

The students whom Ruangguru helps are part 
of over a billion people in Asia known as the 
“bottom of the pyramid” (BOP), a term describing 
poverty-stricken communities, or the poorest 
two-thirds of the economic human pyramid.

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) like 
Ruangguru are able to integrate the BOP 
population into their business models, precisely 
because they know the local market. These 
fast-growing private businesses integrate the 
local community not as a side corporate social 
responsibility project, but as central stakeholders 
that will benefit from their deliberate actions 
while making commercial sense. 

By integrating the BOP communities into their 
businesses as consumers, producers, employees or 
distributors, these SMEs improve the livelihoods of 
local communities significantly.  

In addition to having clear financial return targets, 
this approach requires intentionality in achieving 
a positive, measurable social impact. This form of 
investing is known as “impact investing”. 

Innovative enterprises 
Impact investing plays an important role in 
supporting these innovative SMEs, and is one 
of the fastest growing areas in the investment 

industry. It is driven by investors who are seeking 
to not only achieve financial returns but also help 
fund solutions to the world’s great challenges.

“Impact investing” as a term was coined by the 
Rockefeller Foundation in 2007 to highlight 
a subset of the broader sustainable investment 
space, whereby intentional and measurable 
impact is delivered. This type of investing is 
primarily done in the private markets, where 
the link between the investment and the impact 
generated by the enterprise is clearer. 

The type of companies that impact investors 
allocate their resources to have covered the range 
of needs of the BOP: energy, microfinance, food 
and agriculture, sanitation, housing, healthcare 
and education.

In 2016, the launch of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) provided an impetus 
to the growth of impact investing. A set of 17 
global goals agreed to by over 180 countries, 
the SDGs captured the imagination of people 
and organisations across the world, boosting 
investors’ awareness that they have a role to play 
in proactively contributing to solving society’s 
problems. 

Increasingly there is also the recognition that 
these issues cannot be tackled by philanthropy 
alone. Businesses have to play a vital role in this 
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equation, and investors in this ecosystem enable 
and support the growth of such businesses. 

Lessons from Covid-19
Today, with the increase in awareness of the 
impact of sustainability initiatives, the global 
community is waking up to the long-term 
positive implications of heeding ESG factors. The 
coronavirus outbreak has highlighted the fragility 
of global supply chains and the importance of 
ground-up initiatives that benefit local society. 

Impact investing has grown from a relatively 
unknown investment approach for most Asian 
investors into a rapidly growing industry 
powered by investors who are determined to 
generate social and environmental impact as well 
as financial returns. This is taking place all over 
the world, and across all asset classes. 

Ruangguru’s growing influence is just one of 
the many success stories. Impact investing is no 
longer seen as a form of philanthropy, with the 
misconception that a focus on “impact” would 
result in lower returns. When done well, impact 
investing delivers equivalent returns compared to 
the traditional investing approach. 

Over the last few years, many corporates, public 
organisations and academic institutions have 
come to realise that impact investing can be a 
complementary approach to existing corporate 
social responsibility and philanthropic efforts. 
Increasingly, investors are allocating a portion 
of their traditional portfolio capital to impact 
investing, which not only aligns their investments 
with their values, but also directly contributes to 
their values. 

According to Global Impact Investing Network, 
the global impact investing assets under 
management is estimated to be US$502 billion 
(S$711 billion), as of end December 2018. 

Vast opportunities remain
The Asia Impact Investment Fund, for example, 
has invested in 11 companies across Southeast Asia 
and China. These companies span a wide range of 
sectors, such as agriculture, education, healthcare, 
logistics and financial services. Looking to the 
future, many opportunities remain in the pipeline. 
Indonesia, Myanmar, Vietnam, the Philippines, 
Thailand, Cambodia and China offer a wide range 
of investment opportunities, underpinned by 
companies with innovative approaches to tackling 
social challenges faced by the BOP communities. 

Today, over a billion people in these countries still 
live in poverty. However, the same communities 
are collectively spending US$2 trillion, annually, 
on essential goods and services, such as food, 
housing and clothing. The income and consumption 
levels are rising, and the trend is expected to 
continue in the next decade as poverty levels fall 
exponentially.

At the same time, rapid growth in digital 
innovation and smartphone penetration in Asia is 
enabling new access and improved affordability 
of these goods and services, thereby creating new 
and vibrant markets. 

The largest beneficiaries of this growth are the 
SMEs operating in these markets. Many are 
private companies and some are in more mature 
stages of growth than others. Private capital has 
the ability to catalyse the expansion of these 
initiatives and pave the way to help solve deeply-
rooted social and environmental challenges at 
an unprecedented scale – all the while targeting 
financial returns. 

And it is the board of directors of these 
companies who will play a strategic role in 
enhancing the governance of these innovative 
enterprises, helping them as they grow and 
extend their reach. 
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EXECUTIVE PAY

REDUCE 
BUDGETS

REVISE 
TARGETS

HOLD OFF 
ADJUSTMENT
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Covid-19 has affected businesses all over the world. How boards manage 
the impact of reduced business performance on remuneration, especially 

for executives whose earnings depend heavily on performance-based 
incentives, will impact their engagement and motivation.

By    NISHANT MAHAJAN, Head of Executive Remuneration, ASEAN, Mercer

Managing Executive Pay and 
Incentives in Uncertain Times

The slowdown brought by the Covid-19 outbreak is likely to be prolonged. Given the 
scale and severity, businesses need to adapt quickly. 

 
In the short term, organisations will need to adopt cost containment measures, and rethink 
their cash flows and working capital requirements. 
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An important piece of the jigsaw is remuneration. 
Often constituting one of the largest “controllable” 
costs, organisations need to undertake careful 
planning to retain, reward, and motivate key 
employees through this crisis.

Extraordinary times demand extraordinary 
measures
Several companies in Singapore, and around 
the globe, are already implementing executive 
pay reductions in the form of salary freezes and 
voluntary pay cuts or reduction and deferral 
of bonuses in response to the Covid-19 crisis. 
These include Marriott, Lyft, BT, Santander, 
Singtel, UOL, SATS, SP Group, Singapore Airlines, 
and Temasek Holdings, among others.

While the overall financial impact of executive 
pay cuts on the company’s bottom line is in 
some cases limited, such cuts are critical to 
demonstrate leadership and that companies are 
sharing the pain from the top down. At a time 
when share prices are plunging and as companies 
may need to consider headcount reductions, 
executives cannot be seen as financially 
insulated. 

From a remuneration standpoint, however, 
most senior executives are paid significant 
proportions of their total compensation through 
performance-linked variable pay awards – both 
cash and equity. These awards are bound to be 
dramatically impacted with the slowdown. 
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To put this in perspective, senior executives in 
Singapore typically receive between 40 and 70 
per cent of their total pay in performance-linked 
incentives, up to half of which could be in long-
term equity-based vehicles. In comparison, most 
other employees receive between 10 and 20 per 
cent of their total pay in incentives – usually as 
annual cash bonuses. 

It is critical for organisations to effectively 
navigate and manage variable pay components 
in times such as these by working to balance 
the affordability aspects with fairness to ensure 
that motivation and productivity levels do not 
drop. The decisions made at this point in time 
can arguably have a major enduring impact on 
business performance.

What boards can do
Boards, remuneration committees (RCs) and 
management teams can consider a number of 
approaches with respect to variable compensation 
for executives.

•  Reduce budgets for annual executive and 
employee cash incentive programmes in light 
of lowered performance expectations and 
the need to better manage immediate cash 
flow and expenses. Organisations need to be 
mindful to do this in conjunction with reduced 
performance goals, or management will 
potentially be doubly penalised with reduced 
budgets and below par performance resulting 
almost certainly in low or no payouts.

•  Revise targets for incentive awards for FY2020 
and beyond – especially where they were set 
prior to the Covid-19 outbreak. While in some 
sectors in particular this is necessary given 
the immediate nature of the impact, it is still 
difficult to forecast the duration and scale 
of such impact as the situation continues to 
evolve. It is important to bear in mind that 

reduced expectations have to be balanced with 
reduced spending to manage afffordability.

•  Retain the status quo. Hold off on adjustments 
to either budgets or targets for incentive 
awards, given the uncertainty. Boards and 
RCs can make discretionary adjustments 
at year-end based on actual outcomes and 
business response, considering talent risk, pay 
competitiveness and affordability.

Equity-based incentives
Equity-based remuneration merits special 
consideration as it is a major part of most long-
term incentive plans.

Equity-based compensation can serve as a useful 
reward and retention tool especially when cash 
spend on salaries and incentives is being reduced. 
Many startups are adopting this approach to 
reduce cash-burn rate.

Setting long-term targets for future grants 
as per business expectations but allowing 
for the exclusion of the period for Covid-19 
in performance calculations is one option. 
Alternatively, “retesting” targets mid-way 
through the grant cycle, should the impact be 
prolonged and deeper than expected, is another 
option albeit a less preferred approach by 
institutional shareholders.

Given that the share prices for most companies 
have dropped with the increased market 
volatility and uncertainty, any grants made 
would inevitably result in a higher number of 
shares being awarded. This would result in 
higher dilution and depletion of share reserves. 

In this regard, some boards are considering one 
of two options. The board could delay the grants 
to later in the year when share prices normalise. 
Alternatively, it could award the same number 
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of shares as the previous year, use a three-month 
average share price or cap the dilution impact, in 
order to normalise share award grants for FY2020.

It is also important to note that where adjustments 
are being made to current year share awards, 
historic awards impacted by the current outbreak 
must also be adjusted appropriately. Given most 
awards are based on aggregated performance 
over two to four years, companies should exclude 
the Covid-19 impact period from performance 
calculations to maintain consistency in approach.

As the full impact and duration of Covid-19 
remains unknown, it is difficult to set meaningful 
and accurate long-term targets for performance-
based awards.

One way to provide for that inaccuracy is by 
expanding the range between threshold and 
superior levels of performance expectations, 
hedging against significant deviations and 
avoiding major volatility in payouts. Another 
way is to increase the usage and proportion of 
relative performance measures so management 
is rewarded for how they perform against their 
peers rather than against absolute targets.

Boards are also considering replacing a proportion 
of performance-linked share awards with time-
vested restricted share awards. This hedges against 
any unfair and undesirable volatility in executive 
earnings, overcoming accurate long-term target-
setting limitations and providing a retention tool 
to secure talent when the business emerges from 
the crisis. This should inevitably be clubbed with 
reduced award sizes, longer vesting periods or 
higher shareholding requirements for executives to 
ensure they are held accountable for a positive and 
sustained post-crisis recovery.

In all of this, companies must take a long-term 
approach to variable pay, ensuring that executives’ 

FEATURES

behaviours are aligned with the long-term success 
of the company. 

Responding from the top
At times such as these, it is important that 
a company’s leadership team is front-and-centre, 
ensuring they guide their people through the 
difficult period by maintaining a sense of fairness, 
commitment and optimism. In order to do so, 
they must ensure that they are not seen as protecting 
self-interests over the interests of employees, 
shareholders, and the broader community. 

Company boards across industries are responding 
by reducing their own fee levels to express solidarity 
with senior management and shareholders.

But in addressing the immediate challenges, 
it is also important that organisations do not 
overlook long-term priorities of the business 
and linkages to compensation structures, and the 
need to effectively communicate these with senior 
management and employees. Companies need to 
acknowledge that talent is a scarce commodity, 
and therefore they must do enough to retain 
their best, especially as they emerge from 
this outbreak.

It is heartening to see companies respond to the 
downturn in humane ways. Some are setting 
up funds to address hardships faced by their 
employees while several company executives are 
foregoing their pay cheques to contribute towards 
humanitarian efforts to support communities. 

This period is as much a test of leadership as it is 
of businesses. Those who lead from the front and 
row the boat to safety while ensuring no one falls 
over, will emerge in the best shape to thrive when 
this crisis abates. 

This article is adapted from a version that first appeared 
in The Business Times on 10 April 2020.
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The Covid-19 pandemic has been a real eye-
opener. We operate a chain of gastropubs in 
Singapore. When the circuit breaker started 
in April, we nearly died. 

Most of our revenue came from the bar, with 
food offered on the side. With dining-in and 
drinking-in not permitted and no takeaway 
capability, management felt the “logical” 
thing to do was to temporarily close the 
entire chain for the period of the lockdown.

As chairman of the board, I disagreed as it 
meant we would be in the red for the first 
time. After much argument, we started 
takeaways from two-thirds of our outlets. 
To management’s credit, they managed 
to cobble together a takeaway operation, 
working with the delivery companies. 

I also wanted to retrench to save staff costs. 
Management argued against it, and we 
finally relented because the remaining staff 
could consume their paid leave, attend 
courses and, very importantly, most of their 
costs were picked up by the government’s 
Resilience and Solidarity Budgets.

After all this, net net, we will be in the black, 
although barely so. Meanwhile, we have 

told management to prepare for a post-
pandemic future where the business model 
will be changed to one based on dining-in and 
takeaway, with a greater leaning towards food. 

What has peeved me in all this are repeated 
comments from some of my fellow directors 
(I am sure it came from management) that 
I was “too short-term-minded”. Before this, 
they said I was “greedy for profits”.

Let me say this: I am proud to be short-term-
minded. Without a focus on the short term, 
there’s no long term. I strongly believe in 
keeping shareholders happy. I don’t understand 
all the hullabaloo about quarterly reporting. 
SGX should have kept it instead of pandering 
to champions of “long-term thinking”.  If SGX 
wants to save costs for listed companies, it 
should do away with sustainability reporting.

With the experience of this pandemic, I am 
more convinced than ever that short-termism, 
though much derided, is not just right, 
but very necessary.

Yours forever

Long live the short term

Dear Mr Sid

Re: Where is the long term now?  
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Dear Long-live-the-short-term 

Congratulations on surviving the pandemic. 
Evidently, you did the correct thing to 
persuade the board and management to 
implement takeaway operations so that the 
business could stay in the black.

Your words and actions remind me of Lou 
Gerstner who became CEO of IBM in 1993 when 
it was in terminal decline. He famously said 
to great derision in the press in his early days: 
“The last thing IBM needs right now is a vision”. 
Years later, after Gerstner vindicated himself by 
dramatically turning IBM around, his comment 
was interpreted to be: “IBM is in crisis. We have 
no time for blue-sky thinking. What we need 
right now is to rationalise and restructure the 
company to survive and then thrive.” 

It was crisis management in the short term but 
for a long-term future.

Short-term or long-term thinking?
So, you did right and well to focus on the short 
term – the crisis at hand. But I would suggest 
that you also did not ignore the long term in 
your short-term actions.

First, you saved on future costs in two ways. 
By asking staff who were not deployed to go 
on paid leave, the leave cost was absorbed 

earlier and not incurred in the future. And if 
you had exited the staff, you would likely have 
faced a manpower shortfall when your outlets 
eventually reopened, and this would have 
increased your costs of reinstating operations.

Secondly, the staff who attended training 
with their available time benefited not just 
themselves, but also the company – in the 
future. 

Thirdly, the takeaway operation was a new 
channel. In fact, it was a new business, 
particularly evident now as you are selling 
more food than liquor. You were effectively 
testing out whether, and how well, this new 
business worked before you decided to stop 
or continue. Clearly, it worked well as you 
have decided to continue.

Finally, you were thinking long term when 
you told management to prepare for the post-
Covid future with a business model that is 
a mix of dining-in and takeaway, and leaning 
more towards food.  

Short term and long term
The point is that the long term is made of 
a series of short terms. 

You have to face each short term eventually. 
A crisis should not be solved on the basis 
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of it being either short-term or long-term. 
A balanced perspective is still required.

Yes, in a crisis, the immediate short-term is 
more urgent. Even then, you need to consider 
the longer-term implications of your short-
term crisis actions. 

For a company to be sustainable, it needs to think 
long term. It should not be overly obsessed with 
what is known as “short-termism”.

There is a lot of evidence, not least from the global 
financial crisis in 2008, to show that long-term 
objectives have often been neglected because of 
too much concentration on short-term goals. 

Wells Fargo Bank is an extreme example of 
short-termism. It encouraged the creation of 
false client accounts to boost short-term profits. 

An opposite example is CVS Health. It decided 
in 2015 that it was incongruent for a healthcare 
company to be selling tobacco. It was the first 
major US pharmacy retailer to stop selling 
cigarettes. The decision cost the chain US$2 billion 
in annual revenues and a seven per cent drop in 
its stock price when the decision was announced. 
Three years later, the business had grown, and 
the company became financially strong enough 
to acquire giant health insurer Aetna.

You say you care about the shareholders. 
Research shows that short-term thinking does 
not usually reward shareholders in the long term. 
A McKinsey study of the performance of 615 
large and mid-cap US public listed companies 
from 2001 to 2015 found that the earnings of 
long-term firms (those that invest 50 per cent 
more on R&D) grew, on average, 36 per cent 
more than other firms, and with less volatility.

Quarterly reporting
On your point about quarterly reporting, this has 
been controversial.

On the one hand, quarterly reporting provides 
timely disclosure of results. 

The concern is that a focus on short-term 
performance may result in an over-emphasis 
on quarterly earnings, and less attention paid 
to strategy and fundamentals, both of which 
are important to long-term value creation. 
To meet quarterly numbers, companies might cut 
research and development, forego investment 
opportunities with positive long-term net 
present value, and not invest more in operational 
efficiencies and human capital development.

According to a 2014 survey by the nonprofit 
Focusing Capital for the Long Term, CEOs say 
that they have no choice but to cave to the 
demands of activist investors and others on Wall 
Street to boost profits quarter after quarter.

The calls and moves across the world to do away 
with quarterly reporting reflect the strong desire 
to address this pandemic of short-termism. 

The SGX implemented quarterly reporting in 2003 
for listed companies with a market capitalisation 
of S$20 million (later raised to S$75 million). This 
affected more than 70 per cent of listed companies. 
From 7 February 2020, quarterly reporting is no 
longer mandated unless the company is associated 
with higher risks, specifically, those without clean 
audit opinions or facing regulatory compliance 
issues. Half-yearly reporting is still required. 

Despite this, many top SGX-listed firms continue 
to provide voluntary quarterly “business updates”, 
although not the full financial reports.
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Who is Mr Sid?

Mr Sid's References (for this question)
Board Guide
Section 4.2: Value Creation 
Section 4.10: Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainability

Sustainability Guide for Boards
Section 1: The Sustainability Agenda 
Section 5: Reporting

Boardroom Matters 
Vol 1, Chapter 11: “Back to the Future of Periodic Reporting” 
by Adrian Chan
Vol 3, Chapter 47: “For Whom Shall Boards Govern” by 
Lawrence Loh
Vol 3, Chapter 48: “Improving Social and the Financial 
Bottom Lines” by Patrick Liew

SID Directors Bulletin 
2017 Q3: “The Evolution of CSR and Sustainability” by 
Margaret Chin
2017 Q3: “How Can We Do Business When Nature is No 
Longer Free and Unlimited?” by Constant Van Aerschot

SID Courses 
Listed Entity Director Module 4: Stakeholder Engagement

Mr Sid is a meek, mild-mannered geek who 

resides in the deep recesses of the reference 

archives of the Singapore Institute of Directors.

Burrowed among his favourite Corporate 

Governance Guides for Boards in Singapore, 

he relishes answering members’ questions 

on corporate governance and directorship 

matters. But when the questions are too 

difficult, he transforms into Super SID, 

and flies out to his super network of 

boardroom kakis to find the answers.

So, if you believe that your shareholders appreciate 
quarterly reports, you can still do so in the format 
that you deem most appropriate.

Sustainability reporting
For a long time, the business of business was to, 
well, stay in business. 

But with climate change, corporate scandals 
and other issues, the sustainability movement 
is forcing corporations to deal with broader 
environmental, social and governance concerns.

Sustainability reporting is now de rigueur in most 
jurisdictions, Singapore included.

It may help to think of sustainability reporting 
as being about ensuring our collective future 
prosperity by requiring businesses to create 
positive economic externalities, rather than 
extract economic rent.

Don't short the long term
As you prepare for the post-Covid future, I urge 
you to consider that your shareholders might 
prefer long-term sustainable returns over short-
term profits; and that your stakeholders are more 
than the shareholders. 

Think short term and long term. But be long-term 
greedy for the sake of your shareholders and 
other stakeholders.

 

Yours in pandemic

Mr Sid

Sid
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the end, where panelists shared their varied 
experiences as board directors, to address 
participant’s questions. The next round of LED 
sessions in July will also be held as live webcasts.

All in all, the inaugural launch of the LED 
programme online proceeded smoothly. For 
those participants who missed the opportunity 
to network with their fellow directors, SID 
is planning to launch more virtual sharing 
sessions, including a new members’ orientation 
in June, to encourage cross-sharing in smaller 
group sizes, as the Covid-19 containment 
measures remain in place.

SID NEWS

SID’s flagship course, the Listed Entity Director 
(LED) Programme, had its virtual launch in 
May. The Covid-19 related restrictions on public 
gatherings meant that classroom sessions and 
seminars had to be brought online. 

The four LED core modules (see box, “LED 
schedule, May 2020”) were conducted as live 
webcasts, and the facilitators delivered their 
presentations from their respective locations – 
with participants joining in the sessions from the 
safety of their homes and/or offices.

To simulate the interactive element of classroom 
learning, presenters encouraged participants 
to ask questions at the end of each topic. The 
question-and-answer segments were lively and 
dynamic – drawing strong audience participation, 
as did the panel discussions which concluded 
each training module. 

Feedback from the participants was particularly 
positive in reaction to the sharing sessions at 

LED Sessions Go “Live” Online

Course

LED1: Listed Entity 
Director Essentials

LED2: Board Dynamics

LED3: Board Performance

LED4: Stakeholder 
Engagement

Date

13 May 2020

15 May 2020

19 May 2020

21 May 2020

Presenters

Kevin Ho 
(WongPartnership);
David Toh (PwC); 
Kala Anandarajah (Rajah 
& Tann).

Lewis Garrad (Mercer);
Robert Gordon (Board 
Accord).

David Wilkins (Bamboo 
Code); Wilson Chew (PwC).

Sandy Foo (Rajah & Tann);
Chia Hui Kheng (Citigate 
Dewe Rogerson).

Panellists

Kala Anandarajah [moderator]; 
Boon Swan Foo (Singapore Consortium 
Investment Management); Melissa Giang 
(SGX); David Toh.

Robert Gordon [moderator]; 
Lewis Garrad; Boon Swan Foo; 
Koh Soo Boon (iGlobe Partners).

Wilson Chew [moderator]; Lim Ming 
Seong (CSE Global); Yong Kok Hoon 
(China Jishan); David Wilkins.

Sandy Foo [moderator];
Chia Hui Kheng; Constant Van Aerschot 
(World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development); Jonathan Kuah (YTL 
Starhill Global REIT Management).
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With telecommuting and greater reliance 
on online tools and technology, companies 
are forced to reassess their digital readiness. 
Achieving the right balance between 
convenience and security with technologies 
can help a company differentiate itself from 
its competitors.

On 6 May 2019, the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore issued a set of legally binding 
requirements to raise the cyber security 
standards and strengthen cyber resilience of 
the financial sector.

Using those guidelines, businesses should 
ensure robust security for their IT systems. 
Having good IT security controls will enable 
competitive advantage over competitors, meet 
regulatory requirements, demonstrate good 
corporate governance and meet customers’ 
higher expectations on the protection of their 
information.

SID NEWS

Cyber security incidents and data breaches are 
on the rise, even more so amidst the Covid-19 
pandemic. As more countries are “locked 
down”, work-from-home practices have become 
the new norm. Without proper security in place, 
remote working tools have become a ticking 
time-bomb, creating a new wave of cyber crime.

In collaboration with RSM, SID organised 
a webinar series for its members on the theme 
of technology and cyber security.

Data Protection: A First Aid Kit
On 23 April 2020, 105 participants tuned in to 
an SID online presentation on “Cyber Security 
and Data Protection: A First Aid Kit” by 
Hoi Wai Khin Director, Business Consulting, 
RSM. Sharing anecdotes, Mr Hoi offered 
practical security tips and preventive measures 
for business leaders.

First, leaders need to identify weaknesses in 
the company’s IT infrastructure and leverage 
resources from regulators, agencies and 
professional bodies. To do this, directors must 
ensure that management reviews the company’s 
policies and processes, and puts in place key 
personnel. Reviewing a data breach checklist is 
also helpful, as is having an effective IT disaster 
recovery plan, to ensure business continuity.

Mr Hoi concluded the session with advice for 
directors to plan ahead, as potential issues 
become harder to resolve with time. With far-
sighted strategic risk management plans in 
place, one can change disturbance into order, 
danger into safety, destruction into survival, 
and calamity into fortune.

IT Security as a Business Enabler
On 14 May 2020, RSM’s Mr Hoi followed up 
with a presentation on “Making IT Security 
a Business Enabler”.

Technology and Cyber Security
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balance stakeholder expectations, and ensure 
they comply with their contractual duties and 
obligations. 
 
Business re-modelling
The third instalment on 26 May 2020 looked at 
business remodelling, as the crisis has changed 
customer experience and demands, and redefined 
supply chains. The audience heard from Wong 
Su-Yen, SID council member; Guillaume Sachet 
and Rakesh Agarwal, Partners with KPMG in 
Singapore, on some of the tectonic shifts that 
businesses cannot afford to ignore. For instance, 
while customers are now more accepting of 
digital interaction, customer experience must 
continue to be enhanced. In managing the new 
reality, board leaders have to instil an agile and 
resilient culture. 

Webinar series: Embedding Resilience
Covid-19 is creating unprecedented disruption 
throughout our lives and the global economy. 
Customer demand, supply chains, financial 
markets, the workforce force and every aspect 
of business are affected. Businesses have faced 
crises before, but this one is uniquely complex 
and unpredictable. The role of board is now more 
important than ever. 

Presented in partnership with KPMG, this 
series of webinars focused on the key aspects 
in building a resilient enterprise for a post 
Covid-19 future.

Board leadership 
At the first webinar on 28 April 2020, over 
200 attendees heard from Seah Kian Peng, 
Group CEO of NTUC Enterprise and NTUC 
Fairprice; Tham Sai Choy, SID Chairman; 
Ramlee Bin Buang, SID council member; and 
Irving Low, Co-Head of Advisory for KPMG 
in Singapore. The speakers shared their 
experiences steering their companies through 
uncertainty, and pointed to the importance of 
authentic leadership, clear communications 
and managing risks and opportunities with 
agility in times of crisis. Leaders who show 
compassion and integrity will create a lasting 
legacy of loyalty and trust with their key 
stakeholders. 

Navigating liquidity
At the second session on 12 May 2020, speakers 
discussed the challenge of navigating liquidity. 
Bob Yap, KPMG Head of Restructuring; Chiu 
Wu Hong, KPMG Tax Partner; and Danny 
Ong, Partner, Rajah and Tann shared some 
advice for companies experiencing an liquidity 
and cash flow crunch, including stress-testing 
the budget planning processes regularly and 
leveraging available governmental support 
measures. Boards and management should 
work closely together to analyse their options, 
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AC Pit-Stops

understand the difference between cashflow 
insolvency and going concern.

Minimise and repair the damage
This was followed up by the concluding session 
“Into the Storm: Minimise and Repair the Damage” 
on 22 May 2020. Using case studies, the presenters 
provided guidance on possible restructuring 
options and reviewed strategies on how to manage 
different stakeholders with different rights and 
interests. The session explored options to consider 
when a company becomes insolvent and tips to 
ensure a successful restructuring.

Participants were highly engaged and posed 
useful questions at the end of each presentation, 
most of which were pointed towards the duties 
and liabilities of the director in the event 
of insolvency. 

The key message to directors was that as long 
as decisions are made in good faith based on 
the information in hand at that time, directors 
can demonstrate that they have discharged 
their fiduciary duties. With confidence, foresight 
and keen planning, audit committees can act 
as very effective stewards to weather the storm.

Weathering the Storm

SID conducted a two-part webinar series entitled 
“Weathering the Storm”, targeted at audit committee 
members. The two sessions were presented by 
Ellyn Tan, Managing Director of FTI Consulting 
and Jacqueline Chan, Partner of Milbank LLP, 
and were complimentary for SID members.

In the current turbulent environment, being 
prepared to navigate a crisis requires meticulous 
planning, with the overall objective to preserve 
as much value for the company as possible. The 
online series focused on how to identify red flags 
of cashflow insolvency, and used case studies to 
explore how a restructuring can be managed. 

Know your corporate sea-worthiness
The first webinar, “The Approaching Storm: 
Know Your Corporate Sea-Worthiness” was 
conducted on 20 May 2020. 

The presenters examined cashflow and balance 
sheet analysis, and highlighted specific areas of 
concern to evaluate readiness for approaching 
turbulence. The session also gave an overview 
of the Covid-19 (Temporary Measures) Act. 
Participants were briefed on how to recognise 
and identify the elements of a crisis, and to 
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set benchmarks and establish interoperability 
in cross-border digital transactions, such as 
e-Invoicing and digital identities. 

Shaik Umar, Assistant Director, Technology 
Governance Office, IMDA, highlighted that trade 
has been instrumental to Singapore’s economic 
growth and DEAs could potentially benefit 
businesses by facilitating seamless end-to-end 
digital trade, enable trusted data flows across 
borders and build trust in digital systems. 

SID NEWS

SID invited experts from the Ministry of Trade 
and Industry (MTI) and Infocomm Media 
Development Authority (IMDA) to talk about 
the advances in the global digital business 
environment. An audience of 120 registrants tuned 
in to the online presentation on “Opportunities in 
Digital Economy Agreements” on 27 May 2020.

Digital Economy Agreements (DEAs) are part of 
Singapore’s multi-pronged strategy to facilitate 
trade and foster collaboration in a digital economy. 
In today’s Covid-19 landscape, digitalisation 
has become even more important, as lockdowns 
and supply chain breakdowns introduce new 
challenges for businesses around the world.

Chan Kah Mei, Deputy Director, Trade Division, 
MTI, explained that DEAs establish a framework 
for government-to-government cooperation to 

Webinar: Opportunities in Digital Economy 
Agreements

SID and Criticaleye teamed up to conduct a virtual 
roundtable on “The Future of Company Boards” on 
29 May 2020, with 150 attendees from Singapore, 
Hong Kong and the UK. With Michael Crompton, 
General Manager, Criticaleye Asia as the moderator, 
speakers Tham Sai Choy, SID Chairman; William 
Lo, Chairman, Captcha Media; and Jane Griffiths, 
Non-Executive Director, Johnson Matthey, UK 
shared their perspectives on how boards are 
managing the expectations of different stakeholders 
during these challenging times. 

The wide-ranging discussion elicited many 
questions from the participants, and the panel 
discussion explored what company boards of the 
future should look like, and how current structures 
can be improved or completely transformed. While 

Global Virtual Roundtable: The Future of 
Company Boards

acknowledging that the business landscape post-
Covid will not be the same as before, speakers 
noted that good corporate governance practices, 
transparency and accountability, are still 
important. Changing stakeholder expectations, 
agility and innovation, and healthy board-
management dynamics, were highlighted as key 
areas of focus for board leadership. 
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COMPANY PERSON DESIGNATION

Director Appointments
SID members appointed as directors of listed companies during the period 1 March to 31 May 2020.

Asia Enterprises Holding Limited Koh Wee Kiang Independent Director

Chemical Industries (Far East) Ltd Yeo Hock Chye Independent Director

ComfortDelGro Corporation Limited Mark Christopher Greaves Independent Director

DBS Group Holdings Ltd Lim Tse Ghow Olivier Independent Director

Dyna-Mac Holdings Ltd Lim Ah Cheng Executive Director

Food Empire Holdings Limited Sebastian Tan Cher Liang Independent Director

Hwa Hong Corporation Limited Tham Chee Soon  Independent Director

IFS Capital Limited Law Song Keng Independent Director

IFS Capital Limited Tam Chee Chong Independent Director

Mun Siong Engineering Limited Mah Kai Leong Independent Director

Natural Cool Holdings Limited Benjamin Choy Bing Choong Executive Director

Nera Telecommunications Ltd Basil Chan Independent Director

Procurri Corporation Limited Lim Puay Koon Independent Director

Qian Hu Corporation Limited Soong Wee Choo Independent Director

SP Corporation Limited Leong Kok Ho Non-Executive Director

TEE Land Limited Shahman Azman Non-Executive Director

TEE Land Limited Soo Kim Wai Non-Executive Director

Willas-Array Electronics (Holdings) Limited Lim Lee Meng Independent Director
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Diesel in My Blood 

I have always been fascinated by buses.

Growing up in Kuala Lumpur in the 1960s, 
it was common to see the distinctive dark blue 
Leyland “Albion” or “Commer” double decker 
buses operated by the now defunct Sri Jaya bus 
company trundling along the streets. 

The commute to school and back would be 
enlivened by the journeys I took on those sturdy 
workhorses. I spent hours dreaming that I might 
one day be able to operate one of those grand 
vehicles.

Little did I realise that my dream would come 
true, if only for a day, half a century later, 7,000 
miles away, in London.
 
It was also the day I think “the diesel got into 
my blood”, a term sometimes used in the UK to 
explain the odd love affair that many older men 
have with buses. Or maybe it was already there, 
from my childhood days in Kuala Lumpur.

Whatever the case, it explains why to this day, 
the bus remains my pet mode of transport.

All aboard
Not many people can claim to have the chance to 
be a bus conductor for a day. But my opportunity 
came, on a fine Saturday morning, on 22 June 2013.

At the time, I was CEO of ComfortDelGro’s 
transportation and engineering businesses across 
the UK and Ireland. This was an overseas post 
I held from 2004 to 2018, after 27 years in the 
Singapore Public Service.

As CEO, I had oversight of all the company’s bus, 
coach, taxi, limousine and engineering businesses. 

On that fateful day, I recall the scene distinctly, 
sitting around a table in the early hours with my 
colleagues and our legal team, waiting to sign-off 
on the completion documents for the acquisition 
of FirstGroup’s West London bus business.

After the formalities, we popped champagne 
and celebrated the growth of ComfortDelGro’s 
London bus business by 50 per cent in one fell 
swoop – thus rising in the league table to become 
the third largest bus operator. The deal remains 
ComfortDelGro’s single largest acquisition in the 
UK since 2004.   

I arrived home at 3 o’clock in the morning, grabbed 
a couple of hours of sleep, showered, got changed 
and set off again, bubbling with excitement. 

Living the dream
The destination: Holloway Bus Depot, 
ComfortDelGro’s largest depot in London.

The mission: To start my next job, as Customer 
Assistant on the 6.45am double decker service on 
Route 24. 

The job of Customer Assistant was a newly-minted 
one, akin to the bus conductors of old – but it 
was not to sell tickets. Rather, it was to ensure 
the safety of passengers boarding and alighting 
from the rear platform door of the so-called 
New Bus for London, affectionately nicknamed 
the “Boris Bus”, being the brainchild of Boris 
Johnson, then Mayor of London. 

By  JASPAL SINGH
 Council member, SID 
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Not quite the way to pull up at a stop--driver needs retraining! MD TfL and CEO Metroline the oversalaried crew.

85SID NEWS

driver when he could leave the bus stop, giving 
the elderly a helping hand, and seeing them 
marvel at this reincarnation of their beloved old 
Route Master. 

Many could not hide their delight and amazement 
when they saw it had not one but two internal 
staircases! 

I recall shaking hands with the first passenger, 
a little boy, probably now a strapping teenager. 
He had waited two hours in the cold London 
dawn to ensure he was the first passenger on 
the “Boris Bus”.  It reminded me of another little 
boy in Kuala Lumpur who never imagined that 
he would one day be a conductor for a day on 
a London bus!

AFTER HOURS

To put this in context, Route 24 was the first 
London bus route commissioned by Transport 
for London to use the “Boris Bus” exclusively, 
an honour given to ComfortDelGro over stiff 
competition from other bus operators. The 6.45 am 
run on 22 June 2013 was its inaugural journey 
– and I had volunteered and trained to serve as 
Customer Assistant on this journey. The volunteer 
drivers were none other than Sir Peter Hendy, 
London’s Transport Commissioner, and Leon 
Daniels, MD (TfL), which led Sir Peter to quip that 
“the three of us probably constituted the most 
under-qualified and over-salaried bus crew ever!”  

What great fun it turned out to be, greeting 
people getting on and off the bus from the rear 
platform, ringing the bell to indicate to the 

Fun job free bus tour of London from vantage 
position .

TfL Official observing use of rear platform 
door from saftey perspective.

With the first passenger ever on the Boris Bus.
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So You Want to be a Director • 20 May 2020

SID-SMU Singapore Directorship Programme Module 3 - Finance for Directors • 25-27 March 2020

SGD1:	Essentials	of	NonProfit	Board	Leadership	• 24 March 2020

Listed Entity Director Programme Modules 1 to 5 • 4-25 March 2020

SID NEWS
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SID’s Q2 Events (Apr-Jun 2020)
  DATE TYPE EVENT DETAILS

23 Apr 2020 PD Tech: Cyber Security and Data Protection – A First Aid Kit

28 Apr 2020 PD Embedding Resilience: Board Leadership

12 May 2020 PD Embedding Resilience: Navigating Liquidity

13 May 2020 PD LED1: Listed Entity Director Essentials

14 May 2020 PD Tech: Making IT Security a Business Enabler

15 May 2020 PD LED2: Board Dynamics

18 May 2020 Event SID-RRA Survey Findings on Boards’ Response to Covid-19 

19 May 2020 PD LED3: Board Performance

20 May 2020 PD SYD: So, You Want to be a Director

20 May 2020 PD ACP: Weathering the Storm – Know Your Corporate Sea-Worthiness

21 May 2020 PD LED4: Stakeholder Engagement

22 May 2020 PD ACP: Weathering the Storm – Minimise and Repair the Damage

26 May 2020 PD Embedding Resilience: Business Re-modelling

27 May 2020 PD Webinar: Opportunities in Digital Economy Agreements

29 May 2020 PD Global Virtual Roundtable: The Future of Company Boards

9 Jun 2020 PD Embedding Resilience: Future of the Workforce

10 Jun 2020 PD Reframing the Future: Supply Chain Resilience for Boards

10 Jun 2020 Event SID New Members Orientation

11 Jun 2020 PD Tech: How to Avoid Becoming Another “Data Breach” Statistic

15-19 Jun 2020 PD SDP1: The Role of Directors

22 Jun 2020 PD Thriving in Volatile Times: Bringing Customer Matters into the Boardroom

23 Jun 2020 PD Embedding Resilience: Risk Management

24 Jun 2020 PD CTP: Emerging Risk of Weaponised Fake News

25 Jun 2020 PD Reframing the Future: Now, Next and Beyond Covid for Boards

29 Jun 2020 PD Thriving in Volatile Times: Board Diversity - Why it Matters in a Time Like This

SID CALENDAR

Note: All the courses listed above were conducted online, due to the restrictions on public gatherings related to the Covid-19 
containment measures.
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Upcoming Events

SID CALENDAR

 

Core Professional Development Programmes
 PROGRAMME DATE TIME VENUE
SDP3: Finance for Directors  1-3 Jul 2020 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
Global Virtual Roundtable: The New Normal for Boards 3 Jul 2020 1530 to 1730 ONLINE
Embedding Resilience: Predictions Post Covid-19 – The New Reality 7 Jul 2020 1030 to 1200 ONLINE
SYN: So, You Want to be a NonProfit Director 7 Jul 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
SYD: So, You Want to be a Director  8 Jul 2020 1030 to 1300 ONLINE
LED1: Listed Entity Director Essentials  16 Jul 2020 0900 to 1700 ONLINE
LED2: Board Dynamics  17 Jul 2020 0900 to 1300 ONLINE
LED3: Board Performance  17 Jul 2020 1330 to 1730 ONLINE
LED4: Stakeholder Engagement  20 Jul 2020 0900 to 1300 ONLINE
LED5: Audit Committee Essentials  20 Jul 2020 1330 to 1730 ONLINE
LED6: Board Risk Committee Essentials  21 Jul 2020 0900 to 1300 ONLINE
LED7: Nominating Committee Essentials  21 Jul 2020 1330 to 1730 ONLINE
LED8: Remuneration Committee Essentials 22 Jul 2020 0900 to 1300 ONLINE
SGD2: Board Dynamics  28 Jul 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
SDP2: Assessing Strategic Performance  28-30 Jul 2020 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
Tech: A Stronger and Resilient Tomorrow  30 Jul 2020 1130 to 1215 ONLINE
BFS1: Disruptive Technologies for Directors 6 Aug 2020 0900 to 1300 Raffles City Tower
MCD4: Enterprise and Strategic Risk Management  13 Aug 2020 0900 to 1300 M Hotel
SGD3: Board and Management Dynamics  18 Aug 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
CTP3: Design Thinking for Sustainability  19 Aug 2020 0900 to 1100 Capital Tower
SDF: Startup Director Fundamentals  20 Aug 2020 0900 to 1200 Capital Tower
QLED: Qualified Listed Entity Director Assessment 25 Aug 2020 1000 to 1200 Capital Tower
QLED: Qualified Listed Entity Director Assessment 26 Aug 2020 1000 to 12000 Capital Tower
CTP1: Sustainability Deciphered for Business 27 Aug 2020 0900 to 1100 Capital Tower
SDP4: Risk and Crisis Management  27-28 Aug 2020 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
Tech: Data Breach Management  27 Aug 2020 1130 to 1215 ONLINE
QLED: Qualified Listed Entity Director Assessment 1 Sep 2020 1000 to 12000 Capital Tower
QLED: Qualified Listed Entity Director Assessment 3 Sep 2020 1500 to 1700 Capital Tower
SGD4: Talent and Volunteer Management  8 Sep 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
QLED: Qualified Listed Entity Director Assessment 11 Sep 2020 1500 to 1700 Capital Tower
BFS3: Artificial Intelligence and Ethics for Directors 16 Sep 2020 0900 to 1300 M Hotel
MCD3: The Board in Strategy Formulation  22 Sep 2020 0900 to 1730 M Hotel
BFS2: Cyber Security for Directors  24 Sep 2020 0900 to 1300 Kallang Place
SDP5: Strategic CSR and Business Valuation 24-25 Sep 2020 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
SGD5: Strategy and Board Performance  29 Sep 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
BDF: Board and Director Fundamentals  29 Sep 2020 0900 to 1730 M Hotel
LED1: Listed Entity Director Essentials  6 Oct 2020 0900 to 1700 M Hotel
LED2: Board Dynamics  8 Oct 2020 0900 to 1300 M Hotel
LED3: Board Performance  8 Oct 2020 1330 to 1730 M Hotel
LED4: Stakeholder Engagement  13 Oct 2020 0900 to 1300 M Hotel
LED5: Audit Committee Essentials  15 Oct 2020 0900 to 1300 M Hotel
LED6: Board Risk Committee Essentials  15 Oct 2020 1330 to 1730 M Hotel
SGD6: Financial Management and Accountability 20 Oct 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
LED7: Nominating Committee Essentials  21 Oct 2020 0900 to 1300 M Hotel
LED8: Remuneration Committee Essentials 21 Oct 2020 1330 to 1730 M Hotel
EGP: Enterprise Governance Programme  28 Oct 2020 0900 to 1300 Capital Tower
SGD7: Fundraising, Outreach and Advocacy 3 Nov 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
DFF: Director Financial Reporting Fundamentals 4 Nov 2020 0900 to 1700 TBC
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Upcoming Events

Course dates and venues are subject to change. Please refer to www.sid.org.sg for the latest updates.

SID CALENDAR

In view of the evolving Covid-19 situation, SID is observing measures 
to contain the spread of the virus. Our staff are working from home and 
office hours may be affected. All events listed above  are subject to change, 
according to the ongoing guidelines regarding safe distancing measures.

We apologise for any inconvenience if some courses and events 
are fully subscribed or postponed. We have expanded our range 
of online offerings and will continue to provide professional 
development and support services, towards our goal of advancing 
excellence in corporate governance.

We will continue to monitor the situation and update 
members accordingly. Registrants who have signed up for 
any affected courses will be notified by email on the status of 
their registration.

Do look out for our updated course schedule on our website 
and our email updates.

For enquiries, please contact us at 6422 1188 or email us at 
events@sid.org.sg.

NOTICE

 

Core Professional Development Programmes
 PROGRAMME DATE TIME VENUE
SDP6: Effective Succession Planning and Compensation Decisions 12-13 Nov 2020 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
QLED: Qualified Listed Entity Director Assessment 18 Nov 2020 1500 to 1700 Capital Tower
SGD8: Social Trends  24 Nov 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
QLED: Qualified Listed Entity Director Assessment 24 Nov 2020 1000 to 1200 Capital Tower
QLED: Qualified Listed Entity Director Assessment 27 Nov 2020 1000 to 1200 Capital Tower

Other Professional Development Programmes
 PROGRAMME DATE TIME VENUE
ACP: Leveraging Analytics and Technology for Internal Control and Fraud Prevention 9 Jul 2020 0900 to 1100 ONLINE
Conversation with Minister Chan Chun Sing on Public Sector Governance 14 Jul 2020 1430 to 1630 ONLINE
ACP: Reviewing Financial Statements and Selecting Auditors  19 Aug 2020 1000 to 1200 ONLINE
BDC4: Nominating Committee Chairman’s Conversation 14 Sep 2020 1200 to 1400 Shangri-La Hotel
ACP: Impact of International Tax Rule Changes 17 Sep 2020 0900 to 1100 Marina One
BDC2: Audit Committee Chairman’s Conversation 18 Sep 2020 1200 to 1400 TBC
BDC3: Board Risk Committee Chairman’s Conversation 23 Sep 2020 1200 to 1400 St Regis Singapore
ACP: Intangible Assets in a Tangible World 22 Oct 2020 0900 to 1100 Hong Leong Building
BDC6: CEO Conversation  29 Oct 2020 1200 to 1400 TBC
BDC1: Board Chairman’s Conversation  5 Nov 2020 1200 to 1400 Shangri-La Hotel
SDP1: The Role of Directors  6-8 Jan 2021 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
SDP2: Assessing Strategic Performance  17-19 Jan 2021 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
SDP3: Finance for Directors  8-10 Mar 2021 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
IDP1: Board Fundamentals  14-16 Jun 2021 0900 to 1730 INSEAD Campus
IDP1: Board Fundamentals  16-18 Jun 2021 0900 to 1730 INSEAD Campus
SDP4: Risk and Crisis Management  9-10 Sep 2021 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
IDP2: Board Dynamics, Efficiency and the Role of Committees 27-29 Sep 2021 0900 to 1730 INSEAD Campus
IDP2: Board Dynamics, Efficiency and the Role of Committees 11-13 Oct 2021 0900 to 1730 INSEAD Campus
SDP5: Strategic CSR and Business Valuation 14-15 Oct 2021 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
SDP6: Effective Succession Planning and Compensation Decisions 18-19 Nov 2021 0900 to 1730 SMU Campus
IDP3: Developing Directors and their Boards 13-15 Dec 2021 0900 to 1730 INSEAD Campus
IDP3: Developing Directors and their Boards 15-17 Dec 2021 0900 to 1730 INSEAD Campus

Major Events
 EVENT DATE TIME VENUE
Singapore Governance and Transparency Index Launch  4 Aug 2020 0900 to 1100 TBC
SID Directors Conference 2020  25-26 Aug 2020 0900 to 1200 ONLINE
Annual Corporate Governance Roundup  17 Nov 2020 1000 to 1200 Orchard Rendezvous Hotel
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SID NEWS

Welcome to the Family

SID Governing Council 2020
CHAIRMAN
Tham Sai Choy

FIRST VICE-CHAIRMAN
Wong Su-Yen

COUNCIL MEMBERS
Wilson Chew
Ferdinand de Bakker
Junie Foo
Philip Forrest
Pauline Goh
Theresa Goh
Derek Lau
Howie Lau

SECOND VICE-CHAIRMAN
Adrian Chan

TREASURER
Ramlee Buang

Lee Suan Hiang
Max Loh
Ng Wai King
Neil Parekh
Poh Mui Hoon
Jaspal Singh
Soh Gim Teik
Tan Boon Gin

President, SWAT Mobility
MS GRACE HO

      The SID-SMU Directorship Programme exceeded my expectations on many fronts! 
The lecturers’ content was very rich with engaging class participation in many of the 
Modules, and this broadened my understanding of the topic and enriched my learning. 
The assignments at the end of each Module, while challenging, provided a good 
opportunity to assess how deeply I understood the topic and was a good augmentation 
to my learning. My cohort was a lively and intimate group, with many of us pursing all  
6 Modules together throughout the year, and this enabled me to network with many of them, 
but the most valuable to me was forging of lifelong friendships with my course mates! The 
overall experience was also enhanced by the thoughtful Programme Management Team, 
constantly ensuring that we had a conducive environment for learning and networking.

Executive Skills for Board 
Members in Challenging Times

The directorship programme is first of its kind 
in Singapore with a formal certification process, 
focusing on director training.

The programme is organised in two tiers. 
Participants have the option to obtain an Executive 
Diploma in Directorship upon completion of six 
assessable modules, or the Executive Certificate 
in Directorship, which consists of three assessable 
modules (Module 1, 2 and 3).

PROGRAMME DETAILS

PROGRAMME STRUCTURE

EXECUTIVE 
DEVELOPMENT

SID–SMU DIRECTORSHIP PROGRAMME

CREATING EFFECTIVE BOARD LEADERSHIP

Singapore Management University, Executive Development 
Get in touch with our advisor, David Lim at davidlimbp@smu.edu.sg or +65 6808 5393.  
You may also visit http://exd.smu.edu.sg

Singapore Institute of Directors 
SID Secretariat Email: events@sid.org.sg  |  www.sid.org.sg  |  Tel: +65 6422 1188  |  Fax: +65 6422 1199  

© Copyright 2020 by Singapore Management University. All Rights Reserved.
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President, SWAT Mobility
MS GRACE HO

      The SID-SMU Directorship Programme exceeded my expectations on many fronts! 
The lecturers’ content was very rich with engaging class participation in many of the 
Modules, and this broadened my understanding of the topic and enriched my learning. 
The assignments at the end of each Module, while challenging, provided a good 
opportunity to assess how deeply I understood the topic and was a good augmentation 
to my learning. My cohort was a lively and intimate group, with many of us pursing all  
6 Modules together throughout the year, and this enabled me to network with many of them, 
but the most valuable to me was forging of lifelong friendships with my course mates! The 
overall experience was also enhanced by the thoughtful Programme Management Team, 
constantly ensuring that we had a conducive environment for learning and networking.

Executive Skills for Board 
Members in Challenging Times

The directorship programme is first of its kind 
in Singapore with a formal certification process, 
focusing on director training.

The programme is organised in two tiers. 
Participants have the option to obtain an Executive 
Diploma in Directorship upon completion of six 
assessable modules, or the Executive Certificate 
in Directorship, which consists of three assessable 
modules (Module 1, 2 and 3).

PROGRAMME DETAILS

PROGRAMME STRUCTURE

EXECUTIVE 
DEVELOPMENT

SID–SMU DIRECTORSHIP PROGRAMME

CREATING EFFECTIVE BOARD LEADERSHIP

Singapore Management University, Executive Development 
Get in touch with our advisor, David Lim at davidlimbp@smu.edu.sg or +65 6808 5393.  
You may also visit http://exd.smu.edu.sg

Singapore Institute of Directors 
SID Secretariat Email: events@sid.org.sg  |  www.sid.org.sg  |  Tel: +65 6422 1188  |  Fax: +65 6422 1199  

© Copyright 2020 by Singapore Management University. All Rights Reserved.
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