
Tata Group 

In a corporate world where family empires routinely fracture by the third generation 

under the weight of inheritance disputes and succession conflicts, The Tata Group is a 

huge exception. Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata started the company as a single textile mill 

in Nagpur, India, in 1868. Over the course of more than 150 years, it has expanded into 

a global conglomerate that operates in more than 100 countries, employs over 900,000 

people, and spans over thirty industries, including steel, automobiles, information 

technology, hospitality, aviation, and financial services. However, the commercial 

magnitude of the Tata Group is hardly its most remarkable accomplishment. Through 

six generations of leadership changes, boardroom crises, and the kind of succession 

pressures that have toppled dynasties far younger and far less complex, it has 

remained intact, purposeful, and institutionally coherent thanks to its governance 

design. 

Jamsetji Tata was an exceptionally expansive visionary. He established not only a 

company but a national industrial enterprise during a time when India was ruled by the 

British and indigenous industry was actively suppressed. He laid the foundation for the 

Indian Institute of Science in Bangalore, founded the Empress Mills textile factory in 

1877, founded the Tata Iron and Steel Company prior to his death in 1904, and 

designed the famous Taj Mahal Hotel in Mumbai, which opened in 1903 and is still 

regarded as one of the most renowned hospitality landmarks in the world. Jamsetji 

passed away before the majority of his most ambitious projects were finished, but he left 

behind something more enduring than any one company: a philosophy of business as a 

vehicle for social responsibility and national development that every succeeding 

generation of Tata leadership would have to uphold as a condition of stewardship, not 

just as a matter of personal preference. 

The first generational transition was managed by Jamsetji's two sons, Dorabji Tata and 

Ratanji Tata, who assumed leadership of the group's enterprises after their father's 

death. Throughout the early 20th century, Dorabji, the older son, was the group's chief 

custodian. He completed the Tata Steel plant in Jamshedpur, the city named after the 

founder, and built the industrial infrastructure that would serve as the foundation for the 

group's identity for the following century. However, neither Ratanji nor Dorabji had any 

surviving heirs. Both brothers bequeathed the vast bulk of their personal fortune and 

shareholdings to charitable trusts instead of letting their personal shares in the group's 

businesses pass to distant relatives or be divided among several claimants. The Tata 

Group's most unique and potent governance mechanism was built on this act of 

institutional generosity, which could have been easily avoided. 

The Tata Group is currently the largest trust-owned conglomerate in the world, with 

charitable trusts, namely the Sir Dorabji Tata Trust and the Sir Ratan Tata Trust, owning 



around 66% of Tata Sons, the group's main holding company. This arrangement is 

more than just a charitable declaration. Because the controlling ownership is held 

permanently by organizations whose mission is national development rather than 

personal enrichment, there is no individual stake to divide, no personal claim to assert, 

and no succession dispute to litigate. This is the most comprehensive solution to the 

inheritance fragmentation issue that destroys family businesses. The group is owned by 

trusts. Trust is long-lasting. Furthermore, heirs cannot divide trust. 

The Articles of Association of Tata Sons, the Tata Code of Conduct, and a rigid division 

of powers between ownership, holding, and operations all incorporate this trust 

ownership model, which serves as the family constitution of the Tata Group. The 

Articles provide the Tata Trusts the final say on group leadership appointments and 

removals, thereby shielding the company from executives or family members whose 

personal agendas conflict with the institution's original goals. Heirs do not inherit the 

empire, but they can inherit personal wealth. They are not brought in as entitled 

inheritors, but rather as stewards and guardians of a national legacy. 

The stewardship of the group passed through a series of distinguished leaders who 

governed not by bloodline but by values. At the age of thirty-four, Sir Jehangir Ratanji 

Dadabhoy Tata took over as chairman in 1938 and remained in that position for more 

than fifty years. Despite not being a Tata by blood, JRD was a Tata by institutional 

devotion. During his 53-year tenure, the business underwent a transformation from an 

industrial behemoth to a modern, diversified enterprise. He started Tata Airlines, which 

later changed its name to Air India. Decades before the Indian IT sector existed, he 

founded the innovative technology firm Tata Consultancy Services. He branched into 

consumer goods, pharmaceuticals, and chemicals. The core tenet of the Tata 

governance model was exemplified by JRD Tata: the most crucial thing a family 

business can do is create an organization that can be run by the most qualified 

individual, regardless of ancestry. 

There was some internal opposition when Ratan Tata took over as chairman in 1991. 

Ratan's appointment was controversial in the group's leadership circles because he is a 

member of the extended Tata family rather than a direct lineal descendant, and several 

top group executives had anticipated that he would succeed JRD. The strong, 

independent-minded leaders of several Tata enterprises, who had operated with a great 

deal of autonomy under JRD's collaborative style, opposed him during his early years. 

Ratan's response was methodical and revolutionary: he rebuilt Tata Sons into a true 

holding company with active strategic oversight rather than a loose federation of 

independently governed businesses, consolidated the group's governance, mandated 

retirement ages for company heads, and replaced entrenched executives who opposed 

the new strategic direction. 



The business carried out its most ambitious worldwide growth during Ratan Tata's 21-

year chairmanship. A new level of strategic confidence was demonstrated in 2000 when 

an Indian corporation made its first significant acquisition of a foreign brand, Tetley Tea. 

The $12.1 billion acquisition of Corus Steel in 2007 marked India's entry into the world 

of industrial acquisitions. The purchase of Jaguar Land Rover from Ford Motor 

Company in 2008 for $2.3 billion, at a time when both brands were widely regarded as 

distressed, turned out to be one of the most strategically astute acquisition choices in 

contemporary corporate history. JLR went on to generate billions of dollars in profits and 

became one of the group's most valuable assets. Tata's transformation from an Indian 

conglomerate with global operations to a truly global business with Indian roots was 

irreversibly altered by these actions. 

When Cyrus Mistry, who was appointed chairman in 2012 as Ratan Tata's successor 

and a member of the Shapoorji Pallonji family, the group's largest individual shareholder 

with about 18% of Tata Sons, was abruptly removed from the chairmanship by the Tata 

Sons board in an unplanned meeting in 2016, the constitutional framework was put to 

the ultimate test. Mistry challenged the firing right away, claiming it was unlawful and 

violated the rights of minority shareholders. This led to a protracted legal battle that 

reached India's Supreme Court and garnered significant national attention. The group's 

reputation for institutional governance suffered greatly as a result of the crisis. However, 

it also showed how the constitutional framework worked as intended: when leadership 

deviated from the group's original principles, the board stepped in, the trust-backed 

governance system came into play, and the organization fixed itself without breaking 

apart. In the interim, Ratan Tata took over as chairman while a long-term replacement 

was found. 

In February 2017, Natarajan Chandrasekaran, also known as Chandra, was named 

Chairman of Tata Sons, making history as the first non-Parsi and career professional 

from the Tata ecosystem to hold this position. His removal from Tata Consultancy 

Services' leadership indicated that the company's future would be centered on 

technology and internationally competitive professional services. The group has 

continued its strategic consolidation under Chandrasekaran's leadership, most notably 

with the acquisition of Air India in 2022, which gave the group back ownership of the 

airline JRD Tata founded after seven decades of government ownership. This 

acquisition was a moment of true historical and emotional significance for the 

organization. 

Ratan Tata remained a towering moral authority within the group until his passing in 

October 2024 at the age of eighty-six. His personal dedication to moral leadership, his 

refusal to participate in the corruption that permeates Indian business at all levels, and 

his sincere concern for workers—best exemplified by the group's reaction to the 2008 

Mumbai terrorist attacks on the Taj Hotel, where management's top priority was 



employee welfare rather than asset protection—established a moral standard that 

serves as the group's most potent governance mechanism. No competitor has been 

able to duplicate the Tata brand's repeated, consistent, institutionally embedded 

behavior throughout generations and leadership transitions because no competition has 

established the same governance base. This is why the Tata brand is trusted, not 

marketing. 

What Jamsetji Tata understood in 1868 is that a company created for the country lasts 

longer than one created for a family. By designating philanthropic trusts as the long-

term vehicle of ownership and national development as the enterprise's goal, he 

established a governance structure that is impervious to the forces that ultimately 

destroy family businesses worldwide: inheritance disputes, succession conflicts, 

generational fragmentation, and the eventual triumph of personal interest over 

institutional responsibility. The largest family business in the world is not the Tata 

Group. It is something more significant and long-lasting; it is the most fully 

institutionalized family legacy in the world and the best evidence that the best type of 

family business governance is the one that permanently separates a company's survival 

from the continued existence of any one family member.i 
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