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W HAT IS THE key to an 
effective board?

Punit Renjen: To be effective, a 
board must keep a laser-like focus on the 
organization’s purpose and values—and hold 
management accountable to do the same. The best 
boards are focused not just on oversight of current 
management activities, but on the long-term 
strategy and success of the organization. They are 
forward-looking and bring a diverse mix of skills, 
backgrounds, and perspectives that enable them to 
ask the right questions. They help management 
anticipate trends and shape strategies to capitalize 
on opportunities.

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to calls in 
some quarters to rethink capitalism and 
reconsider the social contract between 
business and society. How are boards 
balancing adapting to the changing needs of 
society with obligations to shareholders?

PR: The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the shift 
in society’s expectations of business to measure 
success through a multistakeholder lens, rather 
than primarily to maximize shareholder value. In 
2019, Business Roundtable released a new 
statement with nearly 200 signatories (Deloitte 
included) saying that companies should take a 
broader view of their stakeholders—one that 
includes investing in employees, dealing fairly with 
suppliers, and supporting communities. As the 
pandemic has worsened socioeconomic 
inequalities around the world, this commitment 
has only become more important. 

What shifts have you seen over the past year 
in the way companies, investors, and other 
stakeholders are thinking about ESG?

PR: 2020 has been a year unlike any other. COVID-
19 was a shock to the system and brought about 
fundamental shifts in business and society. As 
CEOs and boards have navigated the uncertainties 
and disruption, it’s clear that trust is more critical 
than ever. Resilient leaders build and nurture solid 
relationships and a bank of trust prior to a crisis. To 
maintain that trust—particularly during a crisis—
leaders need to be transparent, challenging each 
other with tough questions and supporting each 
other through difficult decisions.⁸ 

In addition to the challenges brought about by the 
pandemic, the world has reached a tipping point on 
societal issues. From racial justice to climate 
change, people around the world are 
demanding action.

In September, Deloitte joined with the other Big 
Four and Bank of America to announce a common 
set of metrics and disclosures related to the SDGs 
and other ESG objectives. If business collectively 
agrees on how we measure progress in these areas, 
stakeholders can better understand company 
performance and investors can ensure they are 
investing in sustainable enterprises. From a 
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societal perspective, enhanced reporting will set us 
on a path to a more sustainable, equitable future.

Let’s take a deeper dive on the topic of 
climate change. What is the role of the 
board of directors with respect to climate? 
How can the board work effectively with 
management to set and reach key goals?

PR: The future of the planet depends on the 
business community acting on climate change. 
This is what stakeholders and employees expect, 
particularly millennials and Gen Z, for whom 
climate is the primary concern. And it’s what we 

should expect of ourselves as responsible 
global citizens.

That’s why in September, Deloitte stepped up our 
response to the climate crisis with the launch of 
WorldClimate—our commitment to achieve net 
zero emissions within Deloitte by 2030 and green 
our own operations. Through WorldClimate, we 
are encouraging our people to make responsible 
climate choices at work and home. And we are 
engaging our broader ecosystem to create solutions 
that facilitate the transition to a low-
carbon economy.

Board-level and CEO-level support, collaboration, 
and accountability are critical to any 
environmental sustainability initiative, which won’t 
go far without buy-in from the top. The board and 
senior management must work together to embed 
environmental sustainability into the 
organization’s strategy, elevate it to the importance 
of a “must-have,” and set tangible, 
measurable goals.



There is a growing emphasis on more 
intentionally integrating ESG (including 
climate) into enterprise risk management 
practices, which helps position these topics 
more centrally on the board’s agenda. What 
is at risk if companies fail to take these 
topics seriously?

PR: As ESG-related matters have grown in 
importance to investors, customers, and employees, 
so has awareness of potential ESG-related risks 
and the need for organizations to identify, disclose, 
and manage these potential risks. ESG-related 
risks ranging from climate change to workplace 
culture to board gender composition have the 
potential to impact a company’s reputation 
and performance.

Boards should play a central role in assessing ESG-
related risks, identifying those with the most 
potential to impact the organization, and 
overseeing steps taken to mitigate these risks. 
Making sure that ESG matters are integrated into 
the organization’s enterprise risk management 
processes is an essential part of the board’s 
responsibility to oversee the long-term success and 
sustainability of the organization. 
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