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In a storm-tossed world
who's going to steer your ship?

The past year saw
many leadership
transitions in
countries and the
corporate world.
Much hangs on the
vision, values and
policies of those
taking over in these
volatile times

TerenceHo

For The Straits Times

Imagine yourselfona
storm-tossed ship, trying to
navigate treacherous waters with
limited visibility. Who would you
preferat the helm? A steady
consensus-builder like former

German chancellor Angela Merkel,
ora charismatic but chaoticleader :

like British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson? Or perhaps someone
single-minded and ruthless, like
Russian President Vladimir Putin?
The question of leadershipisas
oldas human civilisation. Itisin
focus particularly during
leadership transitions, where
much hangs on the vision, values
and policies of those taking over.
The pastyear saw many such
transitions, with new heads of
government installed in the United
States, Germany, Japanand
Malaysia. In the corporate world,
the founders of Amazon and
Twitter steppedaside fornew
blood. Leadership also changed
hands at several major Singapore
companies, including Singtel,

Over the years, many have
attempted to distil the essence of
goodleadership. There is the
“GreatMan” leadership theory -
that those born with certain traits
are destined for greatness. This
has, however, lost ground to
theories of contingentleadership
that emphasise the need for
different leadership traitsin
different contexts. The UK’s
wartime leader Winston Churchill,
forinstance, is credited with
rallying the nation inits bleakest
hour, but fared lesswellasa
peacetime prime minister.

¢ upheavalsinrecent years -

. exacerbated by Covid-19 - have

: focused minds on what it takes to

¢ leadin conditions that are volatile,
i uncertain, complexand

: ambiguous (Vuca).

LEADERSHIP OR LUCK?

: Whererisksand opportunities

i abound, asingle misstep could

: undo decades of good work, while
i ajudiciousmove could see

¢ fortunes swiftly made. Is success,
i then,amatter of leadership or

i luck? What leadership traits, if !
i any,are needed to take a successful :
¢ country or organisation forward?

i evidentinsquanderedresources,
StarHub, OCBC Bankand Temasek. :
¢ undervenal or incompetent

i leaders - or conversely, new

¢ initiatives, solidarityand growth
i under capable and committed

: leaders.

i andinstitutions are also structural
¢ forcessuchasdemography,

i technology, geopoliticsand societal :
i change. While it is the task of
. leaderstorespond tosuch changes, :
: the futureis difficult to predict - the
i best-laid plans may be thwarted by

i tectonicshiftsinthe operating

: environment.

The political and economic

The impact of leadership s often

loss of trust and damaged morale

Behind the rise and fall of empires

Time and chance also matter. “I

¢ would rather have ageneral who

* was lucky than one who wasgood,”
: Napoleon Bonaparte is said to have
¢ remarked.

Over-attributing outcomes to

¢ leadershipmayin fact skew

i decision-making. Consider the

: frequent turnover of team

: managersin elite football -

: sometimes, justa bad run of results
i canseeamanager sacked, never

i mind the fine margins in games

: which canturn onborderline

i refereeing decisions. Alltoo often,
i amanager whois dismissed froma
: team goes on to achieve success

: withanother.

The award of large

i performance-linked bonuses to

: chiefexecutive officersand fund

: managers may have alsoledto

i prioritising short-term financial

: results over sustainable growth,

: For critics of executive pay, the

: global financial crisis in 2008-2009
: addedgrist to the mill - losses were
¢ socialised when companies had to

: bebailed out by taxpayers, in stark

* contrast to the privatisation of

: gainsinyears ofgoodgrowth.

: THE MANAGEMENT OF SUCCESS
: Thereisnodenying the difference

! thatgood leadership can makein
: businessandgovernment.

Credit mustgo to Singapore’s

¢ firstgeneration of political leaders

: for the remarkable economicand

¢ social transformation in the 1960s

: and1970s. The pioneer leadership’s
¢ judgment wasnot always right, but
i Singapore can count itself

: fortunate they were right more

¢ often than not, especially on the

: issuesthat mattered most.

Subsequent generations of

The demands on leadership will

: continually evolve as
i organisations mature.

Acompany or country in the

i start-up phase needs to buildup

: systemsand processes, mobilise
i resourcesandwin the confidence
. of stakeholders.

The management of successisa

: different task - leaders have to

¢ consider when tokeep to

: strategiesthat brought success,

: andwhen to pivot to new

: approachesas circumstances

: change. This may entail making

: calculated bets toset the firm or

¢ the nation onanewarcof

: progress. Any change inapproach
¢ willinvariably create winners and
i losers, andislikely to runup

: againstvestedinterests.

Successin this endeavour

! requires strategic vision, powers of
: persuasion and effective

* implementation - traits long

: associated withgood leadership.
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Discussing the age-old question of
leadership, the writer poses the
question of who is best placed to
skipper a storm-tossed ship - (from
far left) a steady consensus-builder

like former German chancellor Angela :
. context where myriadrisks could
¢ derailand even destroy

: organisations, Leaders must pay

. attention towhat may gounder

: theradar butis nonetheless

: criticaltoan organisation’s

¢ survivaland long-term success.

Merkel, a charismatic but chaotic
leader like British Prime Minister
Boris Johnson, or someone
single-minded and ruthless, like
Russian President Vladimir Putin?
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Thedemandson
leadership will continually
evolve asorganisations
mature. Acompany or
countryinthestart-up
phaseneedstobuild up
systemsand processes,
mobilise resources and win
the confidence of
stakeholders.

Inanage of pluralismand social

i leaders built on this success, taking © HARNESSING COLLECTIVE WISDOM

: Singapore furtherand sometimes
¢ innew directions, : Noone hasamonopoly of wisdom
i i orexpertise. The complexity of

: large organisations today means

i thoseatthe top are unlikely to

i haveanin-depthunderstanding of :
i everyarea of operations, evenif
. theyhave been through tours of
i dutyin different departments.

Soitisimportant forleaders to

consult widely.

Much attention hasrightly been

¢ devoted to improving diversity
: within organisations and

: management teams, but these
: effortswillachieve little in an

¢ environment that fosters

i groupthink. Leaders who shut

¢ down staffat meetings, or who :
i selectively listen toa favoured few, :
¢ willhaveless opportunitytohave :
i their viewpoints challenged or

. their perspectives broadened.

By contrast, those who create
safe spaces for people to speakup

: can harness diverse perspectives
* toaddress complexand
: ambiguous challenges.

Thisis notto suggest that leaders

: should not hold firm convictions,
: orthat they must be swayed by

: every opinion that isadvanced.

: However, listeningwith an open

: mindallows leaders tounlock

: insights and experience within an
: organisation thatcan inform both
: planningand execution.

HEEDING THE UNSEEN BUT
: ESSENTIAL

i Leadersinthe private sectorare

. typicallyassessed by financial

: performance or concrete

. indicators suchas customer

: acquisition. In the public or

: non-profit sector, recognition may
i begiven for new services,

; programmes or initiatives.

Success, however, may be

short-livedif built on shaky

foundations, especiallyina Vuca

Theseinclude daily acts of care,

! performed by staffatalllevels, that
. forestall human, financial or

: reputational losses, whether from
. training accidents, terrorist

: attacks, data loss or disease

i outbreaks. Justas criticalis the

. identification of structural

i weaknesses, vulnerabilities or

. long-termrisks.

Yet what is typically rewarded at

: theworkplace is solving problems
: that have spilled into the open,

: rather than timely action that

: prevents crises from emergingin

. thefirst place.

When crisis erupts, heads may

¢ roll, but fear alone may not be

: enoughtoavert preventable

¢ failures. Internal audits and risk

i management protocols have a part
: toplay, but thisisalsoa question of
i leadership - in particular, the tone
: which leaders set for the

: organisation.

Leaders need to make clear that

: : theyvalue the daily exercise of
. media, leadersarealso expectedto :
: cutan empathetic figure witha

¢ broadappeal. Two further

: ingredientsare keyin Vuca

. conditions: Leaders would dowell
: toharness collective wisdom, and
. toheed the unseen but essential.

care - suchas by walking the

: ground to observe these efforts,

¢ and encouraging and exhorting

: members of the team. The intent is
i nottoavoid taking calculated risks,
: butrather to spot vulnerabilities

. and anticipate threats.

Itisalsoincumbent on leaders to

. investin the future - in people and
: processes, sustainability and

: resilience. The returns on such

: investments may not be

i immediatelyapparent in financial
: statements or even during one’s

tenure in office - but will have a

: bearing on the organisation’s
: long-termviability and success.

Astowhoisbest placed to

. skipper the storm-tossed ship, I

. would gowith a person of integrity
: who consults widely, anticipates

. hazards and ensures that the ship

: isingood condition - giving those
: aboard the conviction theyare on

: theright course, and the

: confidence to deal with

: contingenciesalong the way.
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