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Director Accountability: Global Lessons for South African Boards from the ASIC v 
Star Entertainment Case 

 
 

 

The relationship between a company and its workforce is not transactional; it is 
deeply symbiotic. To declare employees the “most important asset” is not a 
sentimental slogan, it is a statement of fact and strategic reality. Human capital is 
the only asset that can innovate, build relationships, and choose to pour 
discretionary effort into a task, or withhold it. 

However, this asset is unique in one critical way: it has a choice and can walk out 
the door. Therefore, retention is not an HR program; it is the core strategy for 
survival. 

How to cultivate the symbiotic relationship where happiness drives productivity, 
and productivity reinforces security and fulfilment: 

The Fallacy of “Work-Life Balance” vs. The Reality of Symbiosis 

The old mindset treats work as a necessary evil endured to fund real life. In this 
viewpoint, the company extracts labour, and the employee extracts a salary. 
Productivity is enforced. Happiness is irrelevant. 

In a symbiotic model, the framing shifts to Work-Life Integration. The company 
provides resources, purpose, and growth. The employee provides talent, creativity, 
and advocacy. When the company invests in the employee's holistic wellbeing, the 
employee invests their cognitive and emotional energy back into the company's 
mission. This mutual investment is the engine of sustained productivity. 

 

 

Employees:  They win, you win, the symbolic 
dividend 
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1. Retention Strategy: From Golden Handcuffs to Magnetic Culture 

Retention is often mistakenly framed as a defensive measure; how do we stop 
people from leaving? A symbiotic approach reframes it as an attractive force; 
how do we make this the only place they can imagine thriving? 

A. The Primary Lever - Psychological Safety and Belonging 

Numerous studies, including Google's Project Aristotle, demonstrate that the 
number one predictor of high performing teams is not IQ or pedigree, but 
psychological safety. The belief that one can speak up, make mistakes, and be 
vulnerable without negative consequences. 

• The Symbiotic Exchange: The employee offers their most fragile asset, a novel 
and untested idea. The organisation protects that fragility, encouraging 
intellectual risk taking. The outcome is innovation (productivity) and deep trust 
(contentment and happiness). 

• Execution: Train leaders to coach, not command. Normalise the postmortem 
without blame on failed projects. Celebrate the attempt, not just the outcome. 

B. The Currency of Growth - Internal Mobility over External Hiring 

An employee's loyalty is to their career trajectory. If an organisation cannot 
provide a visible upward or appealing lateral path, a competitor will. 

• The Symbiotic Exchange: The employee brings institutional knowledge and 
cultural fluency. The company provides a skills marketplace, developmental 
opportunities, and clear competency matrices for promotion. Filling a role 
internally is cheaper and nearly always faster. 

• Execution: Eliminate the mindset that views an employee as “owned” by their 
current manager. Create a formal Internal Mobility Hub, where projects are 
posted like internal gigs. An employee who is happy in a new role is a retained 
employee, shifting their talent to where the company's productivity is needed. 

2. Cultivating Happiness: The Architecture of Wellbeing 

Happiness is not beanbags and free pizza. It is the removal of friction and the 
presence of meaning. 

A. Financial Wellness and Fair Pay (The Foundation) 

You cannot build a symbiotic empire on a foundation of financial anxiety. The 
concept of a Living Wage, rather than just the legal minimum, is critical. An  
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employee distracted by debt or insecure about making rent cannot be creative 
or productive. 

• The Symbiotic Exchange: The organisation guarantees a baseline of financial 
security and dignity. The employee brings a focused, undistracted mind to work. 
Productivity is the natural byproduct of a brain that is free from survival mode. 

B. The Work Itself - Autonomy, Mastery, Purpose (AMP) 

Daniel Pink’s AMP model is an elegant formula for intrinsic motivation. 

• Autonomy: No one is happy being micromanaged. The framework should be: 
Define the what and why; let the employee own the how. Autonomy signals trust. 
Trust creates pride. 

• Mastery: Stagnation breeds resentment. An organisation that genuinely protects 
its employees' time for flow state and concentrated effort, learning, or personal 
projects is actively building into its asset. 

• Purpose: People need to connect their daily task to the end customer's 
wellbeing or the company's societal purpose. This is the ultimate emotional 
retention string. 

• The Symbiotic Exchange: The company provides a clear line of sight to purpose. 
The employee provides the artistry and continuous improvement. Happiness 
here is the state of flow. 

C. Flexibility as a Productivity Tool 

The covid pandemic tested and dissolved the myth that presence equals output. 
Mandated office returns for collaboration often destroy the concentrated, 
focused work that drives productivity. 

• The Symbiotic Exchange: The company trusts the employee to design their 
optimal work week (time and place). The employee accepts accountability for 
output and outcomes, not hours. This respects the employee’s life complexity, 
buying back time for exercise, family, and sleep, all of which directly fuel 
cognitive performance and workplace happiness. 

3. The Symbiotic Cycle: Happiness Becomes Thriving 

The magic is the feedback loop. A deliberate investment in the symbiotic cycle 
creates a self-reinforcing cycle: 

a) Investment: The company invests in psychological safety, fair pay, and growth. 
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b) Emotional Return: The employee feels seen, secure, and valued. This sparks 
innate happiness. 

c) Productivity Return: The employee enters a state of flow, innovates, solves 
problems independently, and provides an excellent experience for internal and 
external stakeholders. 

d) Market Return: Superior customer experience and faster innovation drive 
market share, revenue, and healthy profit margins. 

e) Reinvestment: A thriving company has the financial and reputational capital to 
reinvest in better benefits, higher salaries, and more advanced tools, further 
deepening the employee's commitment and security. 

This is not a nice-to-have people philosophy; it is structured performance 
architecture. An employee on the verge of burnout cannot provide a successful 
customer experience. A disconnected employee with no sense of purpose will 
not bother to streamline a broken internal process. 

The phrase “our people are our greatest asset” only becomes true when the 
organisation behaves as a steward of that asset by constantly maintaining it, 
appreciating it, and deploying it towards a purpose that makes the asset proud 
of its achievement. When that happens, happiness and productivity are no longer 
in tension; they are the same thing. 

4. Governance: Engineering the Ethical Framework for Symbiosis 

Organisations have cultural values on the wall but no governance structure to 
enforce them.  

A.  The Human Capital Governance Charter  

• The Problem: Organisations treat people as operating costs, not governed 
assets. Dismissals and retrenchments are a reactive, risky P&L exercise, often 
triggering reputational damage and litigation. 

• Solution: Design a board level Human Capital Governance Charter. 

o Execution: This is the formal Terms of Reference for the Remuneration and 
Social & Ethics Committees that links people strategy directly to the 
organisation’s ESG (Environmental, Social, Governance) and Digital 
Transformation roadmaps. E.g. the Right to Reskill before automation eliminates 
a role, you create workforce security, which drives willing innovation, which 
drives productivity. 
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B. Ethical Code and Consequence Management Design 

• The Problem: Codes of Conduct are often PR documents full of legalese that 
employees ignore. Breaches by top performers are overlooked, destroying 
confidence. 

• Solution: Design a Living Code of Ethics built on principles (Integrity, Fairness, 
Transparency) and an auditable Proportional Consequence Matrix. 

o Execution: The Board must define what fairness looks like in practice. Does the 
company terminate a high earning rainmaker for a toxic behaviour breach the 
same way it would a junior admin? You build a system that holds everyone 
accountable. This procedural justice is a foundational block of a happy and 
committed workforce. 

5. Risk Management: Protecting the Asset from Psychosocial and Systemic 
Harm 

Traditional risk management focuses on financial and operational hazards. The 
current day workforce is exposed to digital burnout, algorithmic bias, and social 
toxicity. These are material risks to identify and mitigate. 

A. Psychosocial Hazard Control and ISO 45003 Compliance 

• The Problem: Burnout, bullying, and extreme work pressure are not just culture 
problems; under Health and Safety law and international standards (ISO 45003), 
they are reportable workplace hazards. 

• Solution: Conduct a Psychosocial Risk Audit, mapping stress hotspots 
(overloaded teams, toxic managers, always-on digital expectations). 

o Execution: Design a risk appetite statement for psychosocial harm and 
implement controls, such as a monitored Right to Disconnect Protocol. This isn't 
just a wellness tip; it's a legal risk mitigation strategy that restores employee 
wellbeing, focus, and productivity. 

B. Algorithmic Bias and Digital Ethics Risk Assurance 

• The Problem: HR departments are procuring AI recruitment, promotion, and 
monitoring tools that inadvertently discriminate and violate employee privacy, 
creating regulatory, litigation, and brand risk. 

• Solution: An Algorithmic Governance and Ethics Review. 
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o Execution: Conducts a risk assessment on all People Analytics and AI tools. 
Mandate Human-in-the-Loop controls for automated decisions and establish a 
transparency protocol for employees rejected or pinpointed by an algorithm. This 
protects the company from AI discrimination, while building employee belief that 
they are being assessed fairly. 

6. Compliance: Embedding Fairness into Legal Obligation 

Compliance is often seen as the floor (minimum wage, basic safety). This must 
be elevated to a ceiling, proving the company treats its people not just legally, 
but fairly. 

A. Fair Pay and Living Wage Assurance 

• The Problem: Wage inequality is a leading driver of erosion and activist investor 
targeting. Companies comply with the National Minimum Wage Act but fail the 
moral test. 

• Solution: Fair Pay Compliance and Reporting Framework. 

o Execution: Conduct a privilege-based audit of the total reward structure. 
Calculate the CEO to Median Worker pay ratio and benchmark it. Build a Living 
Wage model, not a minimum wage model, into the compliance framework. This 
ensures that the company is not just lawfully paying people but equitably 
enabling a decent life. This directly addresses the foundation of the happy 
workforce model. 

7. A Case Study: Gravity Payments, Inc 

The Gravity Payments real time experiment and study: In 2015, CEO Dan Price 
cut his own $1.1 million salary to establish a $70,000 minimum wage for all 
employees; this is the ultimate live test of the symbiotic workforce philosophy. It 
moves the discussion from a theoretical governance framework to a 
documented, decade long experiment. 

Price's thesis was a direct bet on symbiosis. If the company radically invests in 
employee financial wellness, employees will reciprocate with loyalty, 
discretionary effort, and productivity that drives customer satisfaction and 
revenue. 

A. Financial Wellness as the Foundation (Validated) 

• The Philosophy: An employee distracted by financial stress cannot be creative 
or productive. The living wage, not the minimum wage, is the foundation. 
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• The Symbiotic Outcome: Gravity reported that employee turnover halved. 
Home buying among employees increased 10x. Employees reported being able 
to start families and pay off debt. This directly fuelled the focused, undistracted 
mind as the driver of productivity. 

B. The Productivity and Loyalty Balance (Valued) 

• The Philosophy: Investment drives emotional return (loyalty), which drives 
productivity, which drives market return, enabling reinvestment. 

• Symbiotic Outcome: The contract was rewritten. Employees were not just paid 
to work; they were paid to live. This created a fierce, almost tribal loyalty. Studies 
documented a dramatic increase in job applications and employee referrals. The 
cost of recruitment dropped to near zero. 

Why did it work? Because extreme, unearned generosity triggered an 
unshakeable psychological contract of reciprocity. 

When Price announced the raises, in many cases for employees who had done 
nothing specific to deserve it beyond showing up for work, he triggered a 
fundamental human instinct; the innate desire to repay genuine generosity. 

Gravity worked not because $70,000 is a magic number, but because the radical 
act constituted a realignment of business purpose. Price defined the company's 
purpose not as maximising profit and performance extraction, but as being a 
platform for the financial dignity of its people. 

Hint: It was not just about the money (validated and valued).  

The symbiosis is complete and self-reinforcing: 

a) The company exists to create economic security for its employees. 

b) The employees, freed from scarcity and anxiety, create extraordinary value and 
loyalty for the company and customers. 

c) The customers, receiving unmatched care, stay for life and refer others. 

d) The resulting stable, profitable revenue funds the continuing economic security 
of the employees. 

It is a closed loop of mutual thriving. A happy, financially well, 
and deeply committed workforce is not a cost to be 
managed; it is the most powerful engine of sustainable 
business success a company can build. 
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The Narrative 

Your organisation asserts that people are your greatest asset. However, your risk 
register likely covers cyber threats, currency fluctuation, and supply chain 
disruption, but is missing the risk of mass talent churn, collective burnout, or a viral 
social media post exposing pay inequity or a toxic work environment. 

Cyclopedic Consulting will help you govern this asset with the same rigor you apply 
to financial capital.  

You are not selling a happiness program; you are engineering the governance 
infrastructure that makes the symbiotic relationship between your workforce and 
company, legally sound and ethically defensible. 

The outcome is not just a happy workforce report; it is an active governance system 
that makes you an employer of choice, lowers turnover cost, and drives 
productivity; the model of a successful company. 

 

By Adv. Sannah Pooe 2026/05/26 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/adv-sannah-pooe-78277334a/

