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Notes taken by NUS Business School BBA undergraduate Ms Annabel Tan Yan Ling 

Keynote Lecture 

Prof Jan Peter 
BALKENENDE 
Former Prime Minister, 
the Netherlands  

Professor, Governance, 
Institutions and 
Internationalisation, 
Erasmus University 
Rotterdam 

Chairman,  
Dutch Sustainable 
Growth Coalition 

In a changing world, there is a greater pressure for corporations and companies to 
act in a responsible way. In August last year, the Business Roundtable announced a 
release of a new statement on the Purpose of a Corporation which outlines a new 
standard for corporate responsibility. 181 CEOs signed the statement, showing their 
commitment to promote ‘an economy that serves all Americans’. Corporations 
should focus not just on the interests of their shareholders but lead their companies 
for the benefit of all stakeholders.  

Prof Balkenende highlighted 4 points to reflect on: 
1. Is there a global agenda?
2. Definition of capitalisation
3. What do Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) mean for businesses?
4. The New Economy

1. Is there a global agenda?
There can be several different perspectives on how SDGs are viewed depending on 
the country we are looking at. However, there are many common issues such as 
environmental conservation, security, refugees, economics growth. Some of these 
issues cannot be settled by one country alone. The world is becoming more and 
more interconnected and alliances are required to make things happen. With 
increased awareness, there is now a greater connection between investment 
decisions and SDGs.  

The importance lies in the execution and realisation of the goals. Implementation 
schemes need to be in place, with discussion on what actions to take and how 
progress can be measured. Execution and measurement are key to realising the 
goals.  

Overall, goals are discussed worldwide, people are becoming more enthusiastic 
about it and it really can lead to a better world.  

Recommended readings: Doughnut Economics by Kate Raworth; Value of Everything 
by Mariana Mazzucato. 

2. Definition of capitalism
Capitalism has been developing since the 19th century. However, there was a gap in 
the European economy between labour and capital. Capitalism was growing but so 
was the number of social problems. Many events such as world wars, economic 
crashes happened in the 20th century and many people lost their jobs. A group of 
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thinkers in the UK said that there needs to be better facilities to care for the people. 
John Maynard Kanes, an economist, was concerned with economic development 
and felt that the government should intervene and correct economic forces.  
 
In the Western world, there have been a lot of attention on building welfare states 
since the 1950s. Kane’s moderate view of capitalism was important. Slowly, society 
discovered that they expected too much from the government and not enough from 
people and companies. It was also too expensive to rely on the government, who 
were ultimately not the solution. From the 1970s to the 1980s, there was a change 
in the view of capitalism. Instead of being the solution, the government became the 
problem. The voice of shareholders also became more important. In the 1990s, in 
the book titled ‘Capitalism against Capitalism’, the author Michel Albert wrote that 
the struggle is no longer between capitalism and communism but between 2 types 
of capitalism.  

a. Anglo-Saxon model: largely based on individual achievement and short-term 
profits.  

b. Rhine model: cooperation between companies and government, more long-
term geared 

 
Various forms of capitalism exist today, such as Moral Capitalism, Conscious 
Capitalism, Inclusive Capitalism, Progress Capitalism and Stakeholder Capitalism. It is 
not business as usual anymore. The view of economy is changing, there must be a 
connection with doing good for society for an inclusive and sustainable future.  
 
Recommended readings: Capitalism against Capitalism by Michel Albert; People, 
Power, and Profits: Progressive Capitalism for an Age of Discontent by Joseph 
Stiglitz; Economics for the Common Good by Jean Tirole 
 

3. What do SGDs mean for businesses? 
The business of business is business. The role of businesses is changing and beyond 
economic value, companies should generate societal value as well.  
 
If companies want to be sustainable, they must look at DNA and the purpose of their 
businesses. Sustainability can refer to a range of topics such as climate change, 
environmental issues, energy efficiency, respecting human rights, following labour 
rights, transparency and integrity etc. Companies must determine the consequences 
of their key performance indicators. Being clear of what they have promised to carry 
out, companies should be willing to report their performances and allow auditors to 
check. This shows that there are serious about being sustainable. Though it is not 
easy, it is possible for companies to change business models to follow SGDs.  
 
e.g. Universities 
SGDs can be integrated into the curriculum. As students learn about them, they 
come up with projects that are aligned with the goals. Their ideas do contribute to a 
better world. Things must change starting from research, educational institutions. 
 

4. New economy 
The term ‘new economy’ is not new. It refers to Internet of Things, big data, 
robotics, artificial intelligence, and many other new developments. The question is 
what this ‘new economy’ mean for quality of life. There is also a battle between 
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companies. Fair competition in the market is an issue due to monopolies in the 
market by big companies.  
 
There are advantages and opportunities in the new economy, but we need to be 
aware of the risks. It is important to have a global agenda, and if done right, to 
achieve better quality of life for everyone.   
 
Concluding remarks 

1. I believe in a responsible society and business; be responsible for yourself 
and for the future generation.  

2. Trust is important. Referring to the book ‘Trust’ by Francis Fukuyama, ‘high 
trust’ societies do better than ‘low trust’ societies. If trust do not exist, there 
will be many difficulties.  

3. Take a long-term orientation of issues, considering the long-term instead of 
only the short run.  

4. Have hope and inspiration in society 
 
The key indicators to be successful as a country are: 1) being innovative; 2) have the 
rule of law; 3) have inclusive institutions. People must be able to share in the 
revenues of economic wellbeing.  
 
Stakeholder capitalism in the new economy is about being successful in the right 
way. A good friend of mine said, ‘You can never be successful in a world that fails.’ 
There is no use of being successful if the world is falling apart.  
 
Recommended readings: Trust by Francis Fukuyama; Why Nations Fail by Daron 
Acemoglu and James A. Robinson 
 

 

Panel Discussion 

Panellists: Prof Jan Peter BALKENENDE, Prof Jolene LIN, Mr Thomas THOMAS 

Moderator: Prof Lawrence LOH, Director, Centre for Governance, Institutions and Organisations (CGIO) 

Prof Loh posed the following questions to the panellists, and moderated the panel discussion session. 

 
Prof Lawrence LOH 
Director, CGIO, 
NUS Business School, 
National University of 
Singapore 

What are your insights after listening to Prof Balkenende’s speech?   
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Prof Jolene LIN 
Asia Pacific Centre for 
Environmental Law 
(APCEL), National 
University of Singapore 

The conversation about stakeholder capitalism is indeed not new. Over the course 
of Western history, we have moved from looking at free market notion to making 
attempts to internalise market failures and address social issues.  

Personally, I was intrigued by the Business Roundtable’s statement on the changing 
Purpose of a Corporation. I feel that it is delayed since the debate has started nearly 
about 2 decades back in the UK. It is an ongoing conversation and the term 
‘purposeful business’ is now a buzzword today.  
The British Academy has started an ambitious project called ‘The Future of the 
Corporation’1, that attempts to engage many stakeholders of society. In 2019, they 
released a report titled 'Principles for Purposeful Business', highlighting 8 principles 
to guide purposeful businesses.  

One principle is regarding law and regulations. Anglo-Saxon economies have legal 
structures that largely support short-term profit maximization. However, there are 
also controversial issues such as the debate about executive pay, composition of 
Board of Directors etc. that have not met significant changes thus far.  If we want to 
encourage purposeful businesses, then there must be legal change. These changes 
are essential to provide incentives for businesses to change.  

Mr Thomas THOMAS 
CEO, ASEAN CSR Network 

One thing that struck me most is how history repeats itself. Conditions that existed 
before WW1, WW2 as compared to today seem alarmingly similar.  

Failure of governments in countries such as US leads to a lack of trust. If government 
do not step up and if society collapse and decays, it is bad for businesses.  

The first time I saw the term ‘stakeholder capitalism’ was 25 years ago. Referring to 
the book ‘The State We’re In’ by Will Hutton, society is made up of the 
disadvantaged, the marginalised, the insecure and people who think they are 
privileged. An unstable society like that is also bad for businesses. Capitalism will 
reform itself and will react to problems accordingly and come up with solutions.  

Greed is not an option. We need to talk about inclusivity where everyone grows 
together. As a famous saying goes, ‘Poverty anywhere is a threat to prosperity 
anywhere’. I think the challenge is achieve prosperity and inclusivity for all.  

Prof Jan Peter 
BALKENENDE 

Replying to Prof Lin: 
Regulation should be intrinsic. It should be a matter of real conviction, coming from 
executive officers, board members and employees. There is a need to be specific 
about what regulation is needed.  

Replying to Mr Thomas: 
It is true that there are cycles in what we are experiencing. There must be a civil 
society, especially in this interconnected world. We need to understand the position 
we are in and figure out what actions to take.  

1 major research and public engagement programme aiming to contribute to a paradigm shift that redefines business for the 21st 
century and builds trust between business and society 
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Prof Lawrence LOH 

How different is ‘stakeholder capitalism’ from ‘shareholder capitalism’? How do we 
move from the shareholder-dominated regime to one where stakeholders can have 
more say? 

Mr Thomas THOMAS 

Looking at the companies under the Rhineland model, companies have two levels: 
supervisory board and the board of directors. A system of democracy exists which is 
more balanced that the Anglo-Saxon model.  

Previously, I was a trade unionist. In my experience, people do not operate solely on 
logic alone but also operate based on their emotions. There is a need for diversity, 
and we have to push diversity to people of different interests. Society generally 
want the familiar and fear the unknown. To reduce fear, we can analyse 
stakeholders, find out their expectations and have a dialogue with them.  
We can put in regulations such as on the stock exchange, to encourage companies 
to start on the process of identifying and communicating with their stakeholders. 
This may lead to companies changing their structures to accommodate 
stakeholders.  

Prof Jolene LIN 

Change comes from both external pressure and internal desire for it. Stakeholder 
capitalism is currently a discussion happening on a global scale. It is difficult for me 
to link what we have been discussing to my own research.  

It is not uncommon for companies to take out environmental defenders. While 
talking about stakeholder capitalism, do not forget that there are real threats to 
democracy and accountability.  

Prof Jan Peter 
BALKENENDE 

For companies, they must look at their business strategies, KPIs, and how they are 
serving society. Then they can measure their performance and report accordingly. 

Replying to Mr Thomas: 
If the supervisory board is only concerned with the financial performance of the 
company, then nothing will change. The board must ask the right questions on how 
companies can serve society.  

It is important to note what measuring techniques are used to value a company. If 
only financial performance is measured, then the technique is limited. It is difficult 
to measure ESG factors as well. If the cost of sustainability is excluded, then the true 
value of a company is not captured.  

Q3 from audience  Are we addressing the issue of stakeholder in a way that we are all included? 

Is decentralised governance something that will help in the transition to a more 
stakeholder-driven new economy paradigm?  
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Prof Jan Peter 
BALKENENDE 

I agree that if you do not understand what’s happening, then the company can be 
thrown out of the economy. Be aware of what is happening, if not you will be the 
loser in the long run.  

To find the right solutions for today’s issues, a new type of decision making is 
required. A network of relations that connects the government, NGOs, knowledge 
centres and the corporates as well as the lower levels is needed.  

Q4 from audience As mentioned, there are existing monopolies due to global conglomerates. These 
conglomerates do engage with various stakeholders and sometimes seem to have a 
larger reach than governments. How do we tackle this challenge? 

Prof Jan Peter 
BALKENENDE 

Sometimes the growth of these conglomerates is going too fast and too far. It is 
important to have balance between different powers. If we have two huge 
monopolies, it can be risky for societies.  
Things are developing rapidly and those companies who develop new products have 
huge powers. The question to ask is whether this is really in the interests of all 
people. We must be aware of the fact that if things go too far, we will have societal 
difficulties. 

Q5 from audience What is the most effective law change or external power that can cause companies 
to shift from a shareholder to stakeholder economy? 

Q6 from audience As longevity increases, and people live longer, what do we need to do to use 
collective wisdom of these people to drive stakeholder capitalism? 

Q7 from audience With the increasing power of private equity companies (who may prioritise ESG 
factors), how do you see this development in the current new economy? 

Mr Thomas THOMAS 

To Q5 
There is always an issue of how much regulation is enough, it is always either too 
little or too much. In my own experience in SEA, there are a lot of good regulations, 
but the problem is that they are never enforced.  
One reason may be that this region is different from the EU. Another would be due 
to corruption, which allows the powerful to get away from adhering to regulations. 
Education and increased awareness can perhaps tackle this issue.  

To Q7 
In SEA, most of the big companies are either government owned or family owned. A 
lot of the family owned companies have good political connections. To attract 
business, many political parties will accommodate them in order to grow the 
economy. As a result, laws are in place, but enforcement is not there. The challenge 
will be for good companies to stand up and say that it can be done and follow the 
laws accordingly.  

To Q6 
To win elections, politicians will be nicer to older people. The older generation often 
have long-term investments to fund retirement. They take longer term view on the 
sustainability of enterprises so that they can get long-term returns.   
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Prof Jolene LIN 

To Q5 
I agree with Thomas. Enforcement is a big issue in SEA.  
 
To Q7 
There are many ways on how companies can diversify the board of directors but 
there is also a need to weigh the pros and cons.   
 
To Q3 
We have an institutionally dense global landscape today. For example, in promoting 
climate change action, the recent role of Central Banks and courts, stock exchanges 
in driving change and how corporates respond is an interesting way to look at 
decentralisation the governance of global collective action issues.  
 

 
Prof Jan Peter 
BALKENENDE 

To Q7 
There are many questions to ask the companies, such as:  

- What do you mean by ESG?  
- What are your criteria set?  
- Are you making progress?  

 
It is also the responsibility of the sector themselves. Companies themselves have to 
debate whether they are aligned with ESG.  
 
To Q6 
We are dealing with new concepts and there are several issues such as the 
loneliness of people, the pension system, healthcare systems etc. With creativity, it 
is possible to find solutions and good for society. Reflect on the developments that 
is happening, take a long-term orientation on things and focus on the spot on the 
horizon. It is possible to do the right thing for society, and we have to fight for it 
every day.  
 
Recommended reading: Enlightenment Now by Steven Pinker  
 

 


