
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Purpose-driven strategy: Hollard in Africa 
 

By Wendy du Plessis 
 
 
 
“We are purpose-driven and measure our social dividends alongside our shareholder contributions”  
(Kohler 2014). 
 
The Hollard Insurance Group is South Africa's largest independent and privately owned insurance group and 
includes the Hollard Insurance Company, Hollard Life Assurance Company and Hollard International. The 
Enthoven family, who founded the company in 1980, remains its largest shareholder through the Yellowwoods 
holding company.  
 
Hollard provides short-term and life insurance as well as investment products to individual consumers, 
commercial entities and corporate clients. The group has a turnover of approximately of $1 billion and an asset 
base in excess of $1,56 billion.  
 
While based in South Africa, the company also has an international presence both on the African continent and 
further afield, with established operations in Namibia, Mozambique, Zambia, Botswana, China, India, Pakistan, 
Australia and the United Kingdom. The firm has ambitions to enter East and West Africa, as well as pilots in 
Indonesia, Turkey and Jamaica. Hollard International’s philosophy is one of “Afro-Globalisation” (See Exhibit 
1).  
 
Hollard’s purpose is to enable more people to create and secure a better future.  By achieving exceptional, 
sustainable and inclusive growth; by partnering to deliver the win-win-win; by treating everyone with care and 
dignity; by courageously pursuing a better way; and by acting as a catalyst for positive and enduring change 
(Hollard Insurance Group 2017).   
 
The company’s culture, which it calls the Hollard Way, seeks to balance the need to deliver and get things done, 
with the need to dream, pioneer and experiment. 
 
At the centre of the company’s identity is its shared value approach to doing business, or what it calls doing well 
by doing good. Hollard’s corporate website states it is purpose-driven and measure social dividends alongside 
our shareholder contributions. Since inception, partnership has been at the heart of the business model, with 
the group today boasting over 100 ventures across the insurance value chain. Each one supports the purpose 
of enabling more people to create and secure a better future (Hollard Insurance Group 2017).   
 
According to former CEO Nic Kohler, who led the company from 2007 to 2017 and has since joined parent 
company Yellowwoods to assist with managing its growing global insurance interests, Hollard is able to 
differentiate itself through its unique approach to partnership. For a partnership to be considered successful, 
Hollard, the partner and the ultimate consumer must win – what it terms win, win, win. (Kohler 2014). 
 
 
Hollard’s purpose-driven strategy: A social dividend framework for how business can be done 
differently 
 
“We are not a company that has abandoned capitalism in favour of altruism. 
Creating sustainable consumer communities through targeted and innovative products…is not altruistic. It 
makes good business sense. If those products meet real needs, provide real value and uplift beneficiaries, then 
we have delivered real social dividend” (Kohler 2014). 
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At the centre of Hollard’s purpose-driven strategy is the belief that the company should always strive to do good 
through its core business offering, namely insurance as an instrument for social good, and through the way it 
does business. “Insurance is an instrument for social good, a fundamental enabler of progress. By ensuring that 
potentially catastrophic or devastating setbacks are mitigated, we enable people to take the risks that must be 
taken if we are to progress as a society. So, by doing what we do every day, we enable more people to create 
and secure a better future.” (Hollard Insurance Group 2017).  
 
By providing insurance, Hollard enables progress, and by paying claims, it helps people to recover from 
potentially catastrophic situations, or to achieve dreams for which they need to save (Kohler 2014). But further 
to this, Hollard believes in being a catalyst for positive and enduring change. This means pursuing not only 
financial returns, but also social impact.  
 
The company believes that it will perform financially by transforming its business model, and provides an 
example of how business can be done differently, yet lucratively, if the notion of shared value is embraced 
(Beyond Painting Classrooms 2013). 
 
According to Kohler, the idea of building a company with a head and a heart, one that is as conscious of its 
impact on society as it is about its profit motive and one that thinks differently in order to make a difference has 
been a part of the group since its inception (Kohler 2014). 
 
For Hollard, the emphasis, he said, has not only been placed on financial returns, but social impact. This would 
require a shift in perspective within the insurance industry, from an almost exclusive focus on financial returns, 
to a commitment to achieving shared value for shareholders, customers, the community and the country. The 
insurance industry is too focused on selling products, rather than appropriately addressing customer needs 
(Kohler 2014). 
 
Hollard’s ownership structure as a privately owned insurance group allows the company to go beyond the pure 
pursuit of profit. The company is able to adopt a long-term mindset without the constant pressure of chasing 
quarterly targets.  
 
The quest to build this better business was supported by the shareholders, who had begun to articulate their 
own desire to be a catalyst for positive and enduring change. The fact that the group is privately owned means 
the challenge of making shared value a reality less intimidating than for listed entities (Kohler 2014). 
 
Former Executive Director of Hollard International, Ian Ross, explained the notion of shared value was ingrained 
in the Hollard operations. Ross has held various positions throughout his 26-year career at Hollard, including 
Executive Director of Hollard Insurance and Chief Underwriting Officer. He has held positions on the boards of 
Hollard’s operations in Namibia, Botswana and Mozambique.  
 
There has always been an ambition to make a difference in the communities where the group operates. Shared 
value is rather it is an attitude that permeates the group and everything it does, he explained. The underlying 
philosophy of shared value stems from the Enthoven family, owners of Yellowwoods. The approach can be 
seen across their portfolio of companies.  
 
Hollard does engage in traditional CSR and sustainability initiatives, including a financial literacy programme 
called StreetWise Finance, which teaches ordinary consumers the basics of budgeting, saving and borrowing, 
insurance and retirement planning; and the Hollard Trust’s flagship Early Childhood Development programme.  
 
Ross said it is in the company’s DNA to do its best, through the business it does, and consider how Hollard can 
alleviate the pressing concerns in every country where it has operations.  
 
To this end, instead of a narrow focus on financial value, the company has developed new measures of success 
that also include customer value, human capital, and supply chain management.  
 
Hollard’s social dividend framework was introduced company wide to encourage consumer product innovation 
and to help the company to grow in a sustainable and inclusive way. 
 
The company incorporated guidance in its vision statement and created a Social Dividend Aim. This reflected 
the belief that the company not only needed to launch specific initiatives to do good which would leverage off 
core capabilities, but that it also needed to examine every aspect of the way it does do business to ensure that 
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no opportunities to generate social dividends were overlooked (Kohler 2014). 
 
In order to have the message permeate all levels of the organisation, Hollard shared the new vision statement 
and aims with staff and asked each business unit to propose ideas that would generate significant social 
dividends while leveraging the group’s core business capabilities and activities.  
 
This process meant it was very clear that what the company was setting out to achieve was different to CSR, 
which tends to exist outside of an organisation’s core capabilities, even though it might incorporate some staff 
involvement.  In order to really make a difference, the group as a whole needed to tap into areas of expertise 
that were unique to the organisation or industry, and to leverage existing capabilities that already had the 
benefits of experience and scale (Kohler 2014).  
 
Hollard challenged its teams to examine every aspect of the group’s day-to-day business in order to look for 
opportunities to eliminate harm, and to do good. This included reinventing some of the activities in the business, 
such as recruiting practices, motor vehicle repairs, investment of policyholder funds, even how new start-up 
businesses were launched. Teams were asked to evolve their decision-making frameworks to include an 
assessment of social impact (Kohler 2014). 
 
Staff were provided with a very basic tool by plotting social and financial benefits on a graph, asking teams to 
look for the ‘sweet spot’ where both are enhanced. Social projects, which could deliver return on capital, could 
achieve the perfect balance between commercial and social interests. 
 
As a result of this intensive process, Hollard decided to place a renewed emphasis on partnerships in order to 
improve its ability to be a catalyst for social change.   
 
The idea of being a catalyst, or small contributor to ideas that can have significant impact means not always 
driving the intervention alone in order for it to be a success. Hollard discovered it preferred opportunities to bring 
about systemic change by working with partners. For a partnership to be considered a success, the company 
had to win, partners win and the consumer wins.  
 
The Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator was one such partnership. Harambee, a business 
acclimatisation programme started with four other partners in 2011, is an intervention for social good, which 
also assists Hollard to recruit call centre agents. The initial goal was to place 10 000 previously disadvantaged 
youths in sustainable, full-time employment by 2014 by providing workplace training and the guarantee of one 
year of work to participants.  
 
Harambee now places more than 10 000 candidates per year and over 200 companies source candidates from 
the initiative. It has helped over a million youth get work ready. However, Kohler insists Hollard’s involvement 
in the project is not purely altruistic, as the company needs a sustainable source of employees who have the 
aptitude to succeed in a demanding environment. It combines the desire to solve a business challenges with 
the desire to contribute. (Kohler 2014). 
 
In pursuit of shared value  
 
“Shared value is not merely a change in semantics, but offers a different rationale and model for corporate 
social impact. It encompasses many activities that fall under the sustainability or Corporate Social Responsibility 
rubrics, but also points to new and different practices, often with a deeper commitment of resources, greater 
innovation, and more reliance on external partnerships” (Kramer and Porter 2011). 
 
In their 2011 Harvard Business Review article Creating Shared Value: How to fix capitalism and unleash a new 
wave of growth, Michael Porter and Mark Kramer provided an outline of their new vision for the global economic 
system.  
 
They argued that capitalism is “under siege,” embroiled in a crisis of legitimacy, and is seen as a contributor to 
social, environmental, and economic problems. Trapped in an outdated, narrow approach to value creation, 
“companies are widely thought to be prospering at the expense of their communities, trust in business has fallen 
to new lows” (Kramer and Porter 2011).  
 
Rather than focus on short term shareholder returns, businesses need to adopt what they termed as a shared 
value approach.  This is defined as “creating economic value in a way that also creates value for society by 
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addressing its needs and challenges,” shared value would enable businesses to reconnect company success 
with social progress” (Kramer and Porter 2011). 
 
Firms should look for ways in which to generate economic value in a way that also produces value for society 
by addressing its challenges and looking for unmet needs in the market, as well as at broader influences on 
long-term company success. By doing this, companies can begin to understand that what is good for the 
community is also good for business (Matthews 2011). 
 
While long accepted as a way to benefit broader stakeholder groups, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
and sustainability initiatives could not structurally alter economic demand. These activities often make effective 
contributions to community upliftment, but their measurability is problematic and projects are often short lived. 
CSR activities are often considered to be peripheral and unrelated to business’ core offering.   
Rather than compliance with community standards and good corporate citizenship, Porter suggested shared 
value as a means to integrate societal and challenges into economic value creation (Porter 2013)  (See Exhibit 
2).  
 
Instead of trying to address a multitude of external sustainability issues, shared value encourages companies 
to invest in the areas in which they can most add business and societal value by considering activities that are 
central to a their operations. It is intentional and focused (Porter 2013). By incorporate a social element into the 
company’s value proposition, shared value opens up new markets and new needs.  
 
Firms can do this in three distinct ways:  
 

x Reconceiving products and markets 
x Redefining productivity in the value chain 
x Building supportive industry clusters at the company’s locations.  

 
Closely related to the concept of shared value is the Circular Economy Model. This model attempts to look 
beyond the “take, make and dispose” extractive industrial economy (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2017).  By 
reducing the negative impacts of the linear economy, the circular economy seeks to become restorative and 
regenerative and represents a systemic shift that builds long-term resilience and generates business and 
economic opportunities.  
 
Increasingly, business requires a social license to operate, particularly in developing markets overcome with 
inequality.  Capitalism’s narrow focus on profits has caused increasing tension between business and society. 
By looking beyond the limited goal of shareholder returns towards serving broader stakeholder group needs, 
shared value can offer companies a means to pursue profit while also acting for the common good and 
developing the broader market itself.  
 
 
Shared Value in Action: HUGInsure  
 
“The challenge was how to make a difference by doing what we do.” Ian Ross  
 
Following the adoption of the social dividend framework across the Hollard Group, the search continued for 
further initiatives and partnerships that could deliver both financial and social dividends.  
 
As Ross explained, the challenge facing Hollard was to make a difference in communities as a values-driven 
company, while engaging in activities that would make a difference through the company’s day-to-day 
operations.  
 
A discussion, which took place at executive committee and shareholder level, asked to participants to consider 
how insurance could make a difference, and how the business could apply the skills it has make a difference.  
While it was easy to identify a cause to support due to the numerous appeals the company receives for money 
or resources, Ross said the challenge was to discover ways to make a difference through the course of normal 
business operations.    
 
A social impact development workshop in conjunction with Dalberg Global Development Advisors and 
Yellowoods was held in order to explore the various opportunities available to Hollard in the African development 
space.  
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Ross said the group reached an “Aha!” moment with the realisation that there was a tremendous demand and 
amount of money available for development projects, but that the gap between opportunities, resources and 
skills was vast. Ross describes it as a simple, and yet complex problem.  
 
The corporate governance demands of donor organisations, although necessary, often result in a delay in the 
flow of funds to the point at which they are needed. Such delays have financial implications, and often reduce 
the impact of interventions. For example, if malaria nets cannot be acquired before the rainy season, their ability 
to prevent malaria deaths is severely reduced (Kohler 2014).   
 
Most non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and developmental organisations, even the largest, have no 
bankable assets and continually fluctuating revenue streams. These organisations find it very difficult to raise 
cash using normal means, can’t attract financing and are not bankable. Ross hoped that by finding a way to 
make development agencies bankable, it would that increase the flow of funds.  
 
Out of this realisation, HUGInsure, or Humanitarian Universal Guarantee insurance, was founded as a 
partnership between Hollard Insurance, Dalberg Global Development Advisors, Aon Benfield, Munich Re and 
the Lloyd's of London. Combining 450 years of expertise, HUGInsure was established to create a pioneering 
product expected to accelerate over $400 million toward social impact projects, aimed to facilitate the flow of 
funds from donor organisations to committed, funds-starved NGOs.  
 
At its launch, the initiative was termed the world’s first social impact insurance entity (Holburn 2013). Operations 
were focused on Africa and Asia in Ethiopia, Ghana, India, Kenya, Nigeria, Pakistan, Senegal, South Africa, 
Tanzania and Uganda.  
 
A 2009 Monitor Institute report estimated that impact investing has the potential to grow to about 1% of total 
managed assets, which would result in $500 billion to $1 trillion of capital channeled toward projects that have 
a measurable and sustainable impact. However, only 15% to 40% of this capital is deployed, with $300 billion 
to $850 billion 'in-waiting' (The Clinton Foundation 2018). This untapped capital represented the market 
opportunity for HUGinsure. 
 
HUGinsure’s service was designed to help funders assess the creditworthiness of social impact organisations 
so they can deploy capital with confidence. By underwriting loans through the guarantees, organisations could 
mobilise financial resources, accelerating the timely flow of funds (Militzer, 2014).  
 
As Ross explained at the time of the project’s launch, Hollard saw the time lag as the symptomatic consequence 
of inherent risk and risk aversion practices in the supply chain. Therefore, by addressing the causes, they hoped 
to alleviate the symptom (Militzer, 2014).   
 
This application of rating methodologies, risk management and insurance techniques to the NGO and 
development finance space aimed to create a new way of thinking in the industry. The insurance industry can 
look at social impact beyond what’s been done so far in narrow-focused initiatives like micro-insurance, and 
find ways of utilising the vast amounts of capital that are tied up in the insurance industry globally (Militzer 2014).  
 
 
 
Towards Social Impact Partners  
 
“Social Impact Partners aims to enable development by managing risk. One of the greatest risks to social impact 
and the effective delivery of development and emergency aid is risk itself,” Ian Ross (Ross, 2018).  
 
Despite HUGInsure’s goal to provide financial resources to creditworthy donor organisations through the 
effective application of risk mitigation and insurance techniques, the project ran into a number of obstacles after 
launch.  
 
Ross explained the lack of assets, strong balance sheets or an awareness of financial management techniques 
at NGOs was often a challenge. Hollard also found a lack of interest from NGOs to purchase an insurance 
product: Insurance was seen as an intangible, and there was often the expectation that HUGInsure should 
provide it free of charge. 
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However, this went against the principle of the HUGInsure programme, as it was not meant to be a charitable 
contribution, but had to be financially viable. If it simply became a charitable contribution, the programme would 
become unsustainable once it entered negative territory.  
 
Through an interrogation of the project, Hollard and Munich Re, the world’s largest reinsurer and one of Hollard’s 
partners in the venture, found a general lack of awareness of insurance in the NGO or development space, and 
the agencies were not run on sound business principles.  
 
The concept and the need were sound, but the lack of sound financial management and the aversion to buying 
insurance meant HUGInsure was not making the impact Hollard wanted it to. 
 
Once these concepts had been unpacked, the two organisations realised that the principles of risk management, 
which had helped the corporate world achieve resilience, could be similarity applied to NGOs if introduced into 
their daily activities.  
 
As a result, the HUGInsure initiative was ended, and SIP was launched at the end of 2017. The development 
sector was not aware of the global insurance industry’s ability to manage, mitigate or limit risk, Ross explained, 
and SIP’s advisory service, aimed to help global NGOs identify and understand the risks facing their 
organisations and learn from insurance industry principles.  
 
Social Impact Partners aims to enable development by managing risk. One of the greatest risks to social impact 
and the effective delivery of development and emergency aid is risk itself, Ross said.  
 
The SIP team consists of five staff based in Germany and South Africa. Munich Re offers the immense power 
of big data analysis and risk management, as well as experience in the development sector. Hollard contributes 
decades’ worth of insurance and risk improvement expertise in both developed and developing markets, and 
substantial experience in delivering sustainable social impact projects (Social Impact Partners 2018).  
 
SIP’s current projects include a methodology to compare countries’ vulnerability towards climate and disaster 
risks and their readiness for insurance solutions; and the use of scientific forecasts and risk data as a tool to 
prepare and reduce the impact of natural disasters.  The team uses Forecast-based Financing (FbF) to enable 
anticipatory humanitarian action by releasing funds triggered by scientific forecasts of extreme weather events.   
 
Ross concluded that HUGInsure was not a failure, but rather a step towards the current partnership with Munich 
Re.  
 
 
 
The way forward  
 
“There is always a trade-off between financial dividends and social dividends. Of course, the Holy Grail is to 
develop initiatives that improve both social impact and financial returns. We must think of our business purpose 
beyond the pursuit of shareholder returns.” (Kohler 2014).   
 
As a group, Hollard has always been searching for opportunities to make a difference whilst engaging in its core 
business activities (Ross 2018). Social Impact Partners is a thought incubator or an advisory body in the global 
NGO space with the potential to impact the various other disciplines within Hollard.  
 
By providing the starting point for further understanding of the sector, learnings from SIP can permeate the rest 
of the group and how business units can help from a product perspective.  
 
Ross said the company hoped the implementation of SIPs ideas would bring insurance products to market, 
which could be supported by the rest of the organisation. For example, SIP is studying Munich Re’s considerable 
database on global weather patterns and natural catastrophes in the context of the development space and 
consulting how this could interact with the rest of the organisation.  
 
SIP is a way of engaging with the sector: how the Hollard group and the global insurance industry as a whole 
can assist. Ross emphasised that SIP functions as an advisory body and not a sales unit. The team works on 
a cost recovery basis, with an aim to be in positive financial territory, not to make a profit.  
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The concept of shared value, as it exists within Hollard, is how to what the company does everyday and apply 
it in a different way. “I feel I am very privileged to be part of an organisation where the mandate of the board 
and from the shareholders is to go out and make a difference through our operations, not just through CSI 
activities. I find it tremendously gratifying,” Ross said.    
 
Hollard are not altruists, but a commercially minded global insurance company, which hopes to make a 
contribution to the communities in which it operates.  
 
The consideration of stakeholders beyond policyholders and partners is a complicated, but important task. That 
consciousness will mean an ongoing tinkering with business models and innovation with products in order to 
gain an understanding of people’s real financial needs.   
 
 
 
Exhibits  
 

 
 

Exhibit 1 Hollard’s global footprint (Source: http://www.hollard.com.au) 
 
 
 

http://www.hollard.com.au/
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Exhibit 2 The Role of Business in Society (Source: Porter 2013) Available at 
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/20130523%20-
%20FSG%20Shared%20Value%20Leadership%20Summit%20-%20MEP%20Keynote%20-
%20FINAL%20FINAL_d18ef7ea-e736-4da0-b3b4-e9eac61b87a8.pdf 
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