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Moulding the mind for success 
It is important that students are introduced to innovation and entrepreneurship at an early age. By DESAI ARcoT NARASIMK.UU 

IN Singapore, the words entrepre
neur and businessman are used ifiter
changeably as if one is a direct syno~ 
nym to the other. Businessmen and 
entrepreneurs both identify and seize 
rewarding opportunities. That's 
where the similarity ends. 

Businessmen pursue opportuni
ties where technology. and market 
risks have been minimised and are 
mainly required to manage the execu
tion risk. Entrepreneurs are those 
who set out to deliver solutions to ex.
isting problems' using fresh approach
es. 

Such novel approaches often in
volve managing technical, market 
and execution risks. This distinction 
is critical for an informed discussion 
on moulding the minds of future entre
preneurs. 

Most Singapore students spend up 
to 12 years following a tested and tra
ditienal path of accumulating know
ledge. When they enter tertiary educa
tion, they suddenly discover a v.:_hole 
new world designed to transform 
them into innovators and entrepre
neurs that Singapore needs for her 
next wave of economic growth. 

They find themselves at a cross
roads. Should they pursue a stable ca
reer working for an established com
pany. or should they pursue an entre
preneurial career where history tells 
them that 90 per cent of the compa
nies fail wi~iri the first five years of 
nascent life? 

The decision is difficult if they are 
not prepared for it. It is therefore im
portant thanhey are mtroduced to in
novation and entrepreneurship at an 
early age. 

There have been attempts to intro
duce entrepreneurship related pro
grammes even in primary schools. It 
is not clear whether .the youngsters 
can really handle and manage the· 
complexities of an entrepreneurial ef
fort when even the 20-somethings 
have challenges managing start
ups that they create in universities. 
Rather than try and force-feed them 
into selling cakes and lemonades, it 
might make more' sense to inculcate 
certain tr!lits in them at a very early 
age. Let us consider some of these 
traits. 

learn from the trials, some of which 
will succeed and others are bound to 
fail. 

• Trait 3: Spirit of adaptation 
Programmes that allow students to 
wear failures as badges of honour 
should be encouraged. Students 
should be given the opportunity to in
ternalise tl:ie spirit that every wrong 
turn is a successful learning outcome. 
Such programmes should recognise 
multiple attempts of the students with
out prejudice. 

They should celebrate participa
tion and diversity of thought rather 
than extol only successful outcomes. 
The programmes should be so de
signed as to get the students to reason 
what went wrong in their experiment 
and Jearn how to design -a better ex
periment. The ability' to dust off 
wrong turns w~e continuing the ex
ploration and experimentation for dis
covering more fruitful opportunities 
should be the intended outcome from 
such a pr~gramme. 

• Trait 4: Spirit of collaboration 
Many of the current assessment meth
ods promote competition among indi
viduals by pitting one against the oth
er, Very few problems today can be 
solved by one person alone. Hence it 
is important for students to be offered 
programmes that require collabpra
tive problem solving. 

Learning prOcess: Students have to be immersed in multiple rounds of exploration, experimentation, 
adaptation, collaboration and learning before they can intemalise the entrepreneurship DNA. PHOTO: REUTERS 

Students should be given the op
portunity to discover the virtues of as
sembling teams that have members 
with complementary skills. The nor

+ Trait t: Spirit of exploration plays the role of a fa~ilitator and not 
Programmes that encqurage young- th;it of a judge or· an investor. The. 
sters to explore improving the current mentor should not be someon.e from 
products, services or processes. or the· school in which the student is en
identifying new opportunities, are tlie rolled. Students could start by suggest
(oundations for infusing an entre pre- ing how some of the processes or ser
new:ial mindset. ·They should not be · vices in their school could be im
for academic grades. Nor should the ·proved, for example. 
young be held accountable for mak
ing proposals that may not be real
ised in the near term .. In other words, 
they should be able to think freely. 

. The programmes should bring'in 
mentors who would help the students 
ask critical questions about their pro
posals. It is important that the mentor 

• Trait 2: Spirit otexperimentation 
Programmes that help students exper
imimt with their ideas will be the next 
logical step. Such programmeS' 
should not be reserved for only a privi
leged few, since good ideas and the 
thirst for experimentation can reside 

in any individual. Facilities su~h as in- mal tendency will be to recruit friends 
novation labs, where there are -plenty into a team. When such a team, com
of interesting gadgets and compo- prising entirely of friends who proba
Iients for students to mix and match bly have ,siinilar skills, observes how 
in order to produce expected and un- a team made up of members with dif
expected outcomes, are a critical as- · ferent skills achieve success. it could 
set that every school should provide be a life-changing moment. 
to their student community. Interac
tion with students in such facilities 
should not strait jacket their thinking 
process. 

Such programmes should not ere-· 
ate a competitive environment. among 
the participants. It should be a 
fail-safe environment where students 
are able to try different thtTigs a:nd 

• Trait 5: Spirit of learning 
Most of our students are trained to·ex
cel in obtaining the highest possible 
grades in their examinatiqns. Grades 
are useful :perhaps for getting the first 
job. They mean nothing thereafter. 
However, in their aspirations to score 
the highest grades. students pay less 
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attention to the process of learning, 
retaining the learning and applying 
the learning to the relevant situa
tions. Students ought to be sensitised 
that learning is for retention and ap
plication, and that learning is a life
long process. 

They should be provided with di
verse learning methods, since not all 
students Jearn well using. the same 
pedagogy. A key uptake should be 
how to learn effectively, and finding 
the methodology that best suits assim
ilation and retention. 

The above traits will not be im
bued well if the programmes are ad
ministered as a om~-off. Youngsters 
have to be immersed in multiple 
rounds of exploration. experimenta
tion, adaptation, collaboration and 
learning before they are able to inter
nalise the innovation and entrepre
neurship DNA. 

It would take at least three to four. 
iterations of working with different 
teams in order for them to benefit 
from the diversity of thoughts and ac
tions. Investments in such pro
grammes are likely to prepare a new 
generation of Singaporean innovators 
and entrepreneurs, and should be pre
ferred over investments in technolo
gies which become outdated in two to 
three years. 

Multiple rounds of innovation and 
entrepreneurship exercises can be es
tablished using the example of foot
ball academies where they allow 
young children to progress from one 
level of training to ~e next higher lev-
el. . 

Multiple levels of innovation and 
entrepreneurial challenges should be 
defined in order for students to climb 
the ladder. This would hopefully pro
duce a new crop of entrepreneurially: 
inclined students who would have 
had their minds moulded sufficiently 
to identify and execute opportunities. 

The writer is a professor of 
information systems (practice) at the 

School of Information Systems. 
Singapore Management University 

(SMU). He is also director of the 
Institute of Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship (JIB) at SMU 


