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‘It is required of stewards that they be found trustworthy.’ 
Paul of Tarsus
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FOREWORD

I define courage as ‘the ability to put the interests of others ahead of your 
own and be able to absorb personal risks’. Courage comes in many forms. 
There is the courage to lead a business. The courage to launch a new prod-
uct or service. The courage to speak up for what you believe in. The courage 
to write a book. Frequently, courage involves anticipating the future; being 
prepared to act as if the future were happening today. This is what I hope we 
did at Unilever under my stewardship and this is what I sense John is doing 
in writing this timely book.

Yet, however courageous we are, it is also wise to seek help and guidance 
as we tread our path. I am grateful to all those who have helped me build 
my own career. I still seek that help today, whether it be through reading 
books, talking to trusted advisers or listening to Unilever’s various stake-
holders. I know that this book will become a great source of help to many, 
many leaders. It is a manual for those executive leaders who are bravely 
anticipating the future and yet recognize they need input, inspiration, moti-
vation, coaching and knowledge. It is a gold mine of tips, tools, insightful 
anecdotes and business best practice. It is a resource to keep close by your 
side.

For we know that we cannot change the business ecosystem on our own. 
Unilever is a powerful, global business yet our ambitious ‘sustainable living’ 
goals cannot be achieved without collaboration with governments, NGOs, 
pressure groups and partner organizations throughout the world. Similarly, 
we are not going to rebuild trust in business without a collective redefinition 
of the purpose of business and a thorough examination of the behaviours 
through which this purpose is achieved. It is through the research, writing 
and speaking of authors such as John that this rallying call is being issued to 
business leaders far and wide. It is then down to each one of us as to whether 
we are ready to heed that call.

I have little doubt that trust, not authority, is the only glue that  
will hold organizations together in a diverse, global, technology empowered 
world. But, as John points out, I fear that we have yet to grasp the scale of 
this trust-building challenge. It is not simply an issue of ability or an issue  
of integrity or an issue of benevolence; it is an issue of all three of these 
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attributes being pursued day in and day out as an integral part of our execu-
tive leadership roles. Only through such a sustained and integrated approach 
will we combat the rampant scepticism that can threaten to take hold 
amongst customers, staff and the public at large.

Some of the medicine John prescribes through his nine leadership habits 
will not taste familiar or pleasant. We are well versed in the need to deliver 
results, to be honest, to be consistent and to coach others, but what are we 
to make of it when he urges us to evangelize, to be kind, to be humble, to 
show vulnerability and to be morally brave? Doesn’t this fly in the face of 
the heroic leadership models in which we have traditionally placed great 
faith? Yes, it does and some will challenge the more idealistic edges of this 
work. Nevertheless, it would be a brave leader who gambled against this 
agenda becoming more dominant in the coming years.

In the balance between looking after today and preparing for tomorrow, 
we will continue to face difficult choices; John does not shirk from pinpoint-
ing exactly where these choices lay. As you read the book, it is difficult to 
resist the wall of evidence he has constructed from his own personal experi-
ence as a business leader, his rigorous academic research and the views of 
the many CEOs he has coached and interviewed. This comprehensive snap-
shot of the latest academic and practitioner thinking should give us all real 
pause for thought.

Thankfully, after issuing such a grand trust-building challenge, John 
readily acknowledges that we will all make mistakes as we grapple with 
these issues. It is reassuring to find a chapter that helps us recover quickly 
when things go wrong. As the CEO of a global company, I am conscious 
each day that trust is fragile; one rash word, one mistake, one accident can 
wreck many years of good work. It is difficult to recover trust but it is not 
impossible, and John provides wise counsel on this point.

As we have pursued our ‘sustainable living’ vision in Unilever, we have 
recognized the importance of individual leaders role-modelling specific 
behaviours. Setting this personal example is an important prerequisite in 
delivering change, but sooner or later it must be accompanied by other 
organizational shifts if the behaviours are to become hard-wired into the 
organization. Processes, metrics, structure, incentives and strategy are 
amongst the many factors that must fall into alignment with the new agenda. 
In this way, we create organizations that can be trusted out of leaders who 
can be trusted and these organizations then influence society as a whole. 
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Unfortunately, this is a never-ending process because, as we change, the 
world changes and we must keep rewriting our own rules.

Overall, I am greatly encouraged that business leaders are stepping up to 
fulfil their potential as agents of trust and as agents of societal change. The 
unique value of books such as this one is that, through giving us a glimpse 
of tomorrow today, they accelerate the pace with which we create the future. 
They accelerate the progression and development of tomorrow’s trusted 
executive. That is an exciting prospect and I congratulate John on adding his 
inspiring voice to the growing clamour for change.

Paul Polman
Former CEO, Unilever


