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ast November marked 
the launch of the 
Singapore Stewardship 
Principles for 
Responsible Investors 
(SSP), spearheaded by 
an industry-led Steering 
Committee of which 

ISCA is a member. 
The SSP comes into play at a 

time when discussions about the 
nature of corporate leadership, social 
responsibility and sustainability have 
begun to intersect and deepen. The 
launch of the SSP is timely and will 
help build a common understanding on 
stewardship responsibilities as well as 
engage stakeholders.

Stewardship is about building 
and growing sustainable businesses 
to produce long-term benefits for 
all stakeholders, and in the process 
contributing to the community and 
economy as a whole. It goes beyond 
short-term considerations and includes 

the sustainability of a company’s long-
term performance.

Accounting, audit and stewardship 
have always been deeply intertwined. 
The accounting and auditing of the 
ownership of assets and their use can be 
traced as far back as maths and language. 
Accounting records have been found 
carved on bones in ancient China, etched 
on clay tablets in Mesopotamia and 
scribed on papyrus in Cleopatra’s Egypt. 

The term “steward” appears to have 
been first used in the 17th century, but 
the practice of managing the assets 
of another person pre-dates that. 
Examples of stewardship can be found 
throughout ancient times, from the Code 
of Hammurabi some 4,000 years ago to 
professions such as the dispensator of 
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wealthy households during the Roman 
Empire and the nomadic shepherds that 
tended flocks throughout Asia Minor.

Our modern understanding of 
stewardship draws from these lineages 
and is the wellspring from which the 
SSP draws upon in forming its views on 
the roles and responsibilities of asset 
managers in relation to asset owners. 
The SSP represents the carefully-
considered views of a broad base of 
industry stakeholders and are supported 
by the Monetary Authority of Singapore 
(MAS) and Singapore Exchange (SGX). 
There are seven Singapore Stewardship 
Principles (Table 1). 

ISCA AND THE  
STEWARDSHIP PRINCIPLES
As Singapore’s national accountancy 
body, it is natural and important for 
ISCA to play a role in the SSP Steering 
Committee. Accounting is, after all, 
the lingua franca of business and 

steward-leadership researcher Dr Kent 
Wilson maps out the development of 
stewardship in four stages (Table 2).

Members of the accounting 
profession have a key role in promoting 
the highest levels of stewardship at 
each of these four stages. 

SINGAPORE AND THE 
STEWARDSHIP PRINCIPLES
Singapore has an opportunity and is 
indeed well-positioned to promote 
sound stewardship principles. 
Though small, our nation is one of the 
world’s centres for fund management, 
with US$1.8 trillion of assets under 
management.1 In context, that’s easily 
enough to buy a smartphone for every 
man, woman and child on the planet.

With this concentration of assets 
under management, the opportunities 
to explain, highlight and demonstrate 
sound and responsible practices; 
to contribute to the promotion of 
stewardship, and to innovate in positive 
ways are great indeed. It can even be 
said that these are not just opportunities 
but necessities to maintain Singapore’s 
leadership, reputation and relevance  
as a financial centre. 

accountants and auditors are charged 
with the responsibility of providing 
the trustworthy financial information 
that is used to make critical resource-
allocation decisions.

The role of accountants 
and auditors in enhancing the 
communication between companies, 
their investors and management is 
critical. Directors and management rely 
upon financial information to make 
strategic decisions, create sustainable 
business value and invest for the future. 

The words “accounting” and 
“accountable” have the same root 
in the English language. The work 
of accountants and auditors create 
an objective basis for measuring the 
stewardship performance of corporate 
management, and rewarding or holding 
them to account.

The link between stewardship 
and accounting has been further 
elaborated in research – one model by 

1) Take a stand on stewardship. Responsible investors establish 
and articulate their policies on their stewardship responsibilities.

2) Know your investment. Responsible investors communicate 
regularly and effectively with their investee companies.

3) Stay active and informed. Responsible investors actively 
monitor their investee companies.

4) Uphold transparency in managing conflicts of interest. 
Responsible investors make known their approach to managing 
conflicts of interest.

5) Vote responsibly. Responsible investors establish clear policies 
on voting and exercise their voting rights in a responsible fashion.

6) Set a good example. Responsible investors document and 
provide relevant updates on their stewardship activities.

7) Work together. Responsible investors are willing to engage 
responsibly with one another where appropriate.

The full text of Singapore’s Stewardship Principles for Responsible 

Investors can be found at www.stewardshipasia.com.sg/principles/

singapore_stewardship_principles.pdf

Table 1 The Seven Singapore Stewardship Principles 
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Societies develop by 
continually building, 

improving and 
innovating. The SSP 
aims to support this 

development through 
encouraging investors 
to be responsible and 
active stewards that 
contribute positively 
to the welfare of the 
economy, community 
and society at large.
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has allowed the SSP to gain traction, 
with almost 50 institutions declaring 
support for the Principles at its launch.

UPHOLDING THE  
STEWARDSHIP PRINCIPLES
Societies develop by continually 
building, improving and innovating. 
The SSP aims to support this 
development through encouraging 
investors to be responsible and active 
stewards that contribute positively to 
the welfare of the economy, community 
and society at large. This is a lofty 
objective but one that is certainly 
achievable with the commitment and 
collaborative support of stakeholders.

As leaders and influencers, 
professionals and individuals, let us 
support good stewardship and uphold 
the SSP through our professional and 
personal conduct and practices.  
Like tilling the soil, stewardship is  
not something that will produce  
earth-shattering results overnight,  
but over time, the results could be  
great indeed.  ISCA  

Table 2 Development of Stewardship

STAGE DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE

1 Stewardship as 
Accounting

The earliest form of stewardship which  
focuses on oversight, accounting and audit 
control of resources.

“The master’s orchard has  
300 apple trees.”

2 Stewardship as 
Sustainability

The steward is responsible for sustaining the 
value of a resource. He is given a degree of 
management autonomy and has a duty of 
knowledge, care and efficient operations  
imposed upon him.

“I need to water and fertilise the 
apple trees, and pick the fruit in  
the fall.” 

3 Stewardship as 
Growth

The steward has the responsibility of increasing 
the value of what is entrusted to him. The 
steward has significant management autonomy 
and will make decisions based on projected 
favourable risk/reward ratios.

“An apple-picking machine would 
harvest apples faster, increasing 
yields and reducing spoilage.” 

4 Stewardship as 
Optimisation

The steward is tasked with the responsibility  
of maximising asset returns. To facilitate this,  
he is expected to be highly skilled and will 
operate with great autonomy and independence 
from the asset owner. 

“Apple prices have been falling. 
We should look at converting the 
lowest-yielding apple plots to some 
other use.” 

retail investors, and has the support of 
the MAS and SGX. Its broad-based and 
stakeholder-focused composition is 
among the most inclusive in terms of 
representation of any such committees, 
or Councils for Stewardship Codes/ 
Principles, in the world.

The support of these august 
institutions and the industry-led nature 

An example of the way that the 
SSP is pioneering good practice can be 
found by looking no further than the 
composition of the Steering Committee 
itself. The SSP Steering Committee 
comprises the leading institutions 
for accountants, Singapore directors, 
investment professionals, venture 
capital and private equity firms and 


