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OPINION

What the US$113b
development

industry 1s getting wrong

The rules of value creation have changed in a transparent world.

]eadership

BY RAJEEV PESHAWARIA

ASK any boardroom, policymaker, or your fa.
varite chatbot o ldentify the defining chal-
lenges of our time, and the answers are remark-
ably consistent: geopolictial conflivis, eca-
nomic fragmentation, misinformation, social
inequality, climate risk, amd the potentially
nejzative consequences of artificlal intellipence
and technology use.

Yt amid the urgency 1o respond 1o these
systemic threats, one profound shift remains
uncerexamined - the collapse of opacity,

We have entered what might be described as
i "naked era” of radical tranapanency.

Ublequitous connectivity, combined with pow
erful Al, has made the actions of companics,
governments and individuals more visible,
wraceable and comparable than at any point in
history.

This significamly chinges the rules of vahie
creation.

For nearly two centuries, the dominant cor-
porate doctrine was straightforwand: masd-
mise profits within the rules of the game.

This model, most clearly armiculated by
vconomist Milton Friedman, assumed a world
where information asymmetry allowed firms
tooperate with limited seouning. so long as they
remained legally compliant.

That waorld no bonger exists.

Today, stakeholders - from consumers and
employees to investors and regulators - can in-
terrogate corporate behaviouwr in real tme.

In such an environment, merely “doing
wrong” is no longer sufficient. Incressingly,
when given a price-meuiral choice, customers
favour companies that actively help sobve so-
cietal challenges, rather than those that merely
aveid cising harm.

Profitability can no lenger be decoupled
from purposc. It is defined by it.

The steward leadership alternative

Im a transparent world then, doing well re-
quires doing good.

Businesses must shift to steward leadership

pursuing profitable sustainability as a core
stritegy, not 4 moral add-on.

It is 3 necessary strategy 10 cnsure $iis-
vitined profitable growth in a transparent, in-
terconnected econony.

At its core, stoward leadership rests on five

operating principles: interdependence, a long
term viesw, non-ownership mentality, creative ne-
slipomoe, ans ethical integrmu dinpetber, theoe
sitiemser, and ethical imtegrity. Together, these
form a decision- making framework that inte-
jrates commencial success with broader stake
helder outcomes.

Conssder the contrast between short-term
apporiunism and 2 value-creation sirategy
grounded in interdependence that the follow-
ing exampres. dlustrate

In 3015, Turing Pharmaceuticals raised the
price of o life-saving drig by moe than 5,000
per cent overnight - a move that was legally
permissible but socially destructive

The backlash was swift and enduring, high-
lightingg the limits of rule-based thinking in a
transparent world, The company filed for
banknsptcy in 2023, and founder Martin Shkrcli
is serving permanenthy barred from the phar-
ma industry.

By contrast, Novartes pursued @ different
paih in rural India ls Arogva Parmar social
business model, started in 2007, expanded ac-
oos toalfline b owede van okl

The programme ecesyeved profitabdity with-
ma industry.

By contrast, Novartis pursued a different
In o few years, unl. Aingg new markers while
strengthening bong-term brand equity.

“The lesson is pot meralistic: it &s eoonomic
In an interconnected system, value extraction
without value creation is increasingly unsus-
tainable.

The Al inflection point
The stakes are even higher in the age of ani-
ficial intelligence.

Companies today face 2 critical strategic
choice: deploy Al primarily for cost-cutting au-
tomati <, or for capahility-enhancing avgmen-
fatiom.

The former delivers short-term efficiency
gains but risks eroding institutional knowl-
edge, workforce trust and long-term adaptabil-
ity.

The lamér forises on reimagining how valuee
is created - equipping emplovess with new
tonls, reskilling them for higher-value roles,
and strengthening competitive advantage.

Research by David Shricr at Imperial College
London suggests the difference is significant.
AutomEtion-led strategies lend 1o produce

Businesses must shift 1o
‘steward leadership - pursaing
profitable sustanability as a core
strategy, not a moral add-on.

LLLSTRATION: PINABAY

modest (1o 20 per cent returm on imvestmenit,
or ROI), ome-off returns that plateau quickly

Augmentation-led approaches, by contrast,
can deliver stronger and more sustained gains
{200 10 600 per cent ROL, while preserving or-
ganisational capabiliry.

Once again, the dividing Lline is leadership
inent. not technology

An otit-of-sync industry
Despite these shifts, the global leadership de
veloprment industry - vahued at b USSI1S
Biallion - remains largely anchored tn outdated
parsdigms.

Much of today’s training oantimues to em-
phasise execution within existing systems,
rather than equipping leaders to redesign
those systems {or a ransparent, stakeholder-
driven world

This miialignment carmies neal consequenc-
. Organisations risk producing leaders who
are highly cfficient and compliant but imsuffi-
ciently prepared 1o navigate the complesity
and scrutimy of the naked era

In effiect, wie are training leaders for a workd
that no longer exists,

Reimventing leadership for

a transparcot workd

What is required i not incremental adjust-
ment, but a reframing of leadership itseif.

Future-ready beaders must be oquipped to
micgrale purposc into strategy, evahate doc
sions: through a multi-stakeholder lens, and
drive shor-term perfisrmance while meintan-
ing long-term resitience.

In pracvical werms, this means embedding
define success, allocate capetal and measure
performance.

It abo demands a =hift in leadership cduca-
tiots — froen functional capatility -building to
thons of ransparency.

In a world where everything is visible, lea-
dership ts judged not just by outcomss, but by
intent, process and impact.

The “naked erz™ rewards those who can
drive profitability with purpose.

The writer is CEQ of Stewardship Asia Centre



