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Feature

T
he shareholder model of 
corporate governance 
that dominated 
business practice and 
thinking for much of 

the 20th century seems to be 
rapidly waning. While directors of 
publicly listed companies owe a 
legal duty of care to shareholders 
above all others, that view may 
have received its final body 
blow from the pandemic.

Take the issue of working 
from home, for instance. 
Many organisations in the 
services sectors and beyond 
successfully extended their 
digital infrastructures so that 
staff could carry out their 
duties remotely. Now COVID-19 

restrictions are easing, businesses 
are divided over how to handle 
any return to office working.

This problem can be usefully 
used to frame the difference 
between traditional shareholder 
and contemporary stakeholder 
worldviews. The former view 
says if it is cheaper and more 
productive to have staff at work, 
make them come back. The latter 
may see the decision in terms of 
an opportunity to balance the 
needs of the organisation with 
those of its staff. Even if those 
organisations come to the same 
conclusion, the stakeholder 
view places building consensus 
over using coercion to achieve 
its aims. More importantly, 

the stakeholder model is 
fundamentally outward looking 
and more adaptable to trends in 
social and physical environments.

Finding compatibility
Anita Punwani, head of IRM’s 
recently formed Environmental 
and Social Governance 
(ESG) Group, says that many 
organisations are resistant to 
moving too far towards the 
stakeholder model, despite 
acknowledging that there is a 
wider social context that needs to 
be navigated. Social movements 
such as MeToo and Black Lives 
Matter have put business practices 
under the spotlight – and fried a 
few reputations in the process.

Anita Punwani, head of IRM’s recently formed Environmental  
and Social Governance Group, explains why organisations need  

to align their purpose to the wider social context

Changing the 
viewfinder

BY ARTHUR PIPER
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But Punwani does not see the 
two models as being terminally 
incompatible, just in need of 
some serious readjustment. Her 
view is that shareholders are key 
stakeholders. And while they 
may have traditionally looked 
primarily at short-term gain, 
there has in recent years been a 
drive for them to hold companies 
to account on a wider range of 
social and environmental risks 
and issues, such as excessive 
executive pay and, more recently, 
the impact of business operations 
on the environment, and on 
equality, diversity and inclusion.

“In the long run, organisations 
that are meeting key stakeholder 
needs are going to be profitable 
by virtue of the fact they are 
doing so in an effective and 
efficient manner; the models 
are not at odds,” she says. “It 
is a transition we need to go 
through and that involves 
reframing what our purpose is and 
navigating through the change.”

That shift requires pulling back 
the viewfinder. The bigger picture 
includes the organisation in its 
environment: economic success 
coupled with environmental 
sustainability, for example. A 
useful tool for achieving this 
perspective is the United Nations 
17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(see UN Sustainable Development 
Goals). The goals have been 
a guiding light for Punwani’s 
thinking on these issues and for 
IRM’s ESG Group. She believes 
they can act as a starting point for 
organisations and risk managers 
looking to adapt to a more 
sustainable way of operating.

Knowledge
Why risk professionals? Because 
Punwani says risk management’s 
role is to help governing bodies 
make difficult judgment calls. 
Fortunately, traditional enterprise 
risk management is well suited 
to such a task, even if some risk 
professionals will need to reassess 
their non-technical competencies 
in light of IRM’s forthcoming 
review of its professional standards 
(see our interview with Simona 
Fionda, Raising the Standards, 
Enterprise risk, Winter 2021).

Punwani says that over the past 
few years, risk professionals have 
done a great job of working their 
way up the seniority levels within 
organisations. Risk professionals 

can be found in governing body, 
executive and non-executive 
roles. “We are there,” she says, 
“with the knowledge, skills and 
experience: we have our education 
programmes, our training and 
our thought leadership.”

One challenge is to continue 
to look outward from the 
organisation and recognise the 
changes that are happening 
in society. A risk toolkit is well 
able to identify emerging risks 
through horizon scanning 
and other techniques – and 
then seek to mitigate or take 
opportunities. That is bread and 
butter for many professionals 
today. But Punwani urges 
professionals to go a step further.

The UN’s 
Sustainable 
Development 
Goals have been 
a guiding light 
for Punwani’s 
thinking
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Finding purpose
She says that organisations often 
struggle to clearly define their 
purpose and values in ways 
that resonate with the broader 
social community. She sees that 
as a great place to apply risk 
management thinking. First, it 
will ensure that the organisation’s 
values are expressed in a way 
that is fit for purpose in today’s 
emerging environment. Second, 
talking about purpose will 
generate conversations about 
the wider array of ESG issues 
that are relevant to the business. 
Finally, such a project would 
provide risk managers with an 
ideal opportunity to speak to a 
broad array of stakeholders and 
discover their needs and concerns.

“You can then go to the 
governing body and say, ‘this is 
the nature of the social context 
as it applies to our specific 
environment and this is the 
way it is changing’,” she says. 
“You can then work out how to 
support the governing body in 
any changes it needs to make.”

During the interview, we 
flip from speaking about what 
organisations do, on the one 
hand, and how those actions 
are perceived on the other. To 
me, that ambiguity seems to go 
with most discussions of ESG. 
I suggest, half-jokingly, that 
some organisations may just as 
well hire expensive City public 
relations firms to take care of the 
perceptions and carry on as usual.

Information networks
She holds up her smart phone 
and says, “This has changed 
everything. Now everyone can 
be a reporter.” In an age of open 
information networks, the inside 
and outside of organisations 

have collapsed – merged into 
one another. The idea that 
businesses can control the 
information flowing across 
these networks is a fantasy that 
belongs to the 20th century.

“Businesses may have 
succeeded in doing this [i.e. 
controlling information] in the 
past,” she says. “However, that 
is reactive, and it won’t wash 
anymore because you have people 
in the organisation – whether they 
are current employees, or families, 
or former employees – and those 
people are talking to each other, 
and information is leaking out.”

Even the nature of that 
information has changed. People 
are much more interested in, 

Organisations often struggle to clearly 
define their purpose and values in 
ways that resonate with the broader 
social community

UN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

The IRM Environmental & Social Governance Group supports the Sustainable Development Goals:

Source: United Nations

Reprinted courtesy of Enterprise Risk magazine and the Institute of Risk Management

13Spring 2022



risk practitioners do have a 
protective role to play, their 
overall remit is much wider. 
“Risk managers are there to 
help responsible organisations 
to think about the impacts of 
their activities on society and the 
environment – and to be open 
and transparent,” she says.

Although she believes that 
risk managers have the tools 
for the job, in some cases 
they need to adjust the way 
they think about their role. 
Unfortunately, Tett’s view can 
also be found in the profession 
itself where practitioners put 
this sort of emphasis on the way 
in which they report or provide 
assurance, Punwani believes.

In practical terms, that means 
making an all-important switch in 
focus from risk reporting to risk 
management. “Risk management 
is not about the reporting,” she 
says. “That’s like focusing on 
the minutes of a meeting. It is 
about the conversations you 
have. It’s about engaging people 
and empowering them in their 
own workplace, which comes 
from training and education.”

Awareness raising
In some organisations, risk 
professionals will need to launch 
awareness-raising campaigns 
to align senior leadership’s 
understanding of what value 
risk management can bring with 
their own. And, in less risk-
mature businesses, to emphasise 
the fact that everyone in the 
organisation should be thinking 
about and doing risk management 
in their day-to-day roles. It is an 
approach that Punwani takes 
in her own training courses 
and risk workshops and a 

philosophy that has her view 
of ESG built into its core.

“You are giving everyone in the 
organisation the responsibility 
to talk about risk management 
themselves,” she says, “and 
that gives an automatic line 
of sight to society and the 
environment, which must be 
linked to the values and the 
purpose of the organisation.”

If risk managers do not know 
where to start on this journey 
themselves, she advises them to 
look at their own and their team’s 
competencies. Punwani’s thinking 
here – as on many other issues 
– is rooted in her background 
in project and programme risk 
management. Working in low 

hierarchy, outcome-based teams 
that are full of subject-matter 
experts made her realise that one 
key skill she needed to develop 
was to be a good facilitator.

Initially it was tough. “I was 
dropped in the deep end as a risk 
professional tasked with running 
workshops,” she jokes, “so I learnt 
the hard way.” But when Punwani 
took IRM’s qualification, she also 
had facilitation training. She 
believes that it is an investment 
that risk professionals must make 
in themselves, either through 
their organisations, or personally.

“It is just not a skill that you 
can assume that you will pick up,” 
she says. “You might be very good 
at engaging people, but there are 
actual principles to facilitation 
which help, for instance, to bring 
quieter members (who may have 
real understanding) into the 
ongoing process of conversation, 
and embed that within the 
risk management process.”

Punwani says that risk 
managers need these skills to 

for example, the ethical and 
environmental behaviour of 
suppliers. Informal sources of 
information, such the risk of 
modern slavery, or how many 
women hold higher-ranking 
positions, have all become more 
relevant to the performance and 
reputation of organisations.

“You have to accept that 
organisations are not separate 
from society; people and 
their families are working in 
organisations and conversations 
are going on about you,” she says. 
“That is one of the many reasons 
that social media has been such 
a key influencer in changing 
the shape of organisations.”

Adapting risk management
While Punwani is convinced that 
risk management has a key role 
to play in helping organisations 
adapt to this reality, she also 
acknowledges that the profession 
has an image problem. For 
instance, she has recently been 
reading Gillian Tett’s book Anthro-
Vision: how anthropology can explain 
business and life. In it, the award-
winning financial columnist and 
anthropologist writes about the 
historical problem of taking ESG 
seriously: “The issue at stake 
revolved around risk management. 
If you listened to the noise 
around ESG, it seemed that the 
movement was all about activism; 
vocal campaigners were calling 
for social and environmental 
change, and companies and 
financial groups were shouting 
about what they were doing 
to support this … (but) if you 
looked more closely at ESG, with 
an anthropologist’s lens, it was 
clear that there was a second 
factor at work that was less 
openly discussed: self-interest. 
A growing number of business 
and financial leaders were 
using ESG as a tool to protect 
themselves.” While Punwani has 
the highest respect for Tett, this 
view – which crops up continually 
– does not sit well with her.

“This is the mind shift risk 
professionals need to lead in 
changing,” she says. While 

Risk management is about engaging 
people and empowering them in 
their own workplace
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be able to run workshops with 
key stakeholders outside the 
organisation too – or to facilitate 
internal workshops of a more 
technical nature. Once the risk 
professional is comfortable 
running workshops, they can 
pass that knowledge on to 
a risk champion within the 
organisation by, for instance, 
co-running events with them 
and then eventually passing the 
activity over to the management 
group or department.

Global perspectives
Punwani’s interest in ESG is 
rooted in governance. After 
she became involved in IRM’s 
education programme, she took 
a global governance and ethics 
master’s degree at London’s UCL. 
It convinced her that taking a 
global perspective on worldwide 
challenges could be linked 
with corporate governance in 
a way that helped businesses 
carry out their operations in an 
ethical and sustainable way.

She had expected the master’s 
to focus on the role of the UN and 
other international organisations 
in tackling global issues. But 

it quickly became clear that, 
while those large organisations 
did play a pivotal role, resolving 
the issues presented by major 
catastrophes (such as the toxic 
gas fallout from a Union Carbide 
chemical plant at Bhopal in 
1984) needed the input of many 
other individuals and groups.

“My whole frame of reference 
changed,” she says, recalling 
one lecture presentation. 
“When a certain slide went up, 
I thought, governance does not 
just mean governance around 
formal authority to carry out 
responsibility but refers to a whole 
set of different actors that are 
needed to bring about change.” 
She brought together a range of 
case studies about crisis resilience 
and applied an IRM viewpoint to 
the lessons that could be learnt, 
but then added an extra layer 
to understand the role of the 
external environment and the 
wide stakeholder community.

Forging links
Not surprisingly, given an 
emphasis on stakeholder groups, 
the ESG group’s first job is to forge 
some links – both with other 

IRM interest groups, such as the 
climate change group, and with 
external groups. Collaborators at 
recent events include people who 
have worked at OECD, for example, 
and the philanthropic arm of 
UBS. She extends an invitation 
to any IRM members with an 
interest in ESG to get in touch.

But she also wants people to 
get involved in whatever way they 
can. She believes everyone, no 
matter how junior, has a role to 
play. “You can just look at the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals 
and choose one,” she says. “Start 
up a conversation within meetings, 
with your partner, children or 
with other organisations that are 
looking to support these goals. You 
will find people will start taking 
on new perspectives. And while 
you will have more on your plate, 
rise to the challenge and manage 
the risks like you always do.” 

ESG Group members: 
Anita Punwani CFIRM, Alex 

Hindson CFIRM, Lisa Khan CFIRM, 
Dorothy Maseke CMIRM, Dr Abdul 
Mohib, Rahat Latif MIRM
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