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'Top business 
schools are still 
very much 
focused on 
global best 
practices, but 
the fact is 
these may not 
be 1 00 per cent 
relevant 
especially for 
our region. And 
that's the part 
that's not 
researched as 
well.' 
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Growing human capital ecosystem 
HCLI is bent on producing an Asian leadership model, the institute's chief tells CHUANG PECK MING as he reveals its role in the region 

By CHUANG PECK MING 
pe<kmmg@sph.com.sg 

liE offer was too good to refuse. 
Kwan Chce Wei would not be 
given a chance just to stan some· 
thing bag and become its boss. 
but also make a contribution to 
his country. Taking on the job at 
thl' lluman Capital Leadership 
Institute (IICUI would be anoth· 

er step up a career ladder that staned in the 
Mini.stry ofOtfcnco. where he was an organi· 
sational psychologist. then progressed to hu· 
man resource (IIRI c<msultant and leading HR 
roles in the prh•atc sector. 

"This was excitmg to me: Mr Kwan re· 
calls of the invitation to kickstan HCLI and 
head it. "I thought the ability to shape some· 
thing on a nat.ional level and really under­
stand leadership In Asia was something too 
good to pass up." 

In a way. ho would also come full circle in 
his working life. Though HC LJ is run Uke a 
private-sector business. it was an idea that 
came from the public sector where he started. 
And its "strategic" partners are from the 
public sector: tho Ministry of Manpower , the 
Economic Development Board and the Slnga· 
pore Mnnagcment University. 

The government wants IICLI to play a big 
role in Singapore's fwurc. It will groom tomor· 
row's loaders In people management and 
make Singapore an Asian talent hub. This 
was underscored by l'rime Minister Lee 
l lsicn Loong in September 2009. when he an­
nounced that IICLI was to be set up. 

It is to offer "best-in-class training and de· 
vclopment programmes on leadership and 
management". he said. IICLI would be the 
"premier Institution for raising strategic hu· 
man capabilities in Asta •. 

Mr Lee explained that its role in Asia was 
only logical and sensible. · After all. Singapore 
is at the crossroads of Asia: he said. "If we 
can h clp Asian economies gain talent to grow. 
we ourselves \\ill in tum grow with them.· 

Strong partners 
HCLI was rolled out in 2010 and Mr Kwan 
was hired as its executive director. lie and his 
small team of seven staff members - which 
has since swelled to more than 30- had rela· 
tively little time to build it up as a thought 
leader in human capi tal, but it helped that 
HCLI had strong panners. 

With their backing. Mr Kwan says it has 
launched many progr ammes. incl udi ng its 
Oagship tJiatforms Singapore Business Lead­
ers Programme. Consonium and the Singa­
pore I Iuman Capital Sw11mit. Those have not 
only r aised HCLI's proli lo. but also have had a 
positive snowball effect on the whole human 
capi ta l business in tho region. 

"The success of tl1e platforms has helped 
IICLJ to further grow the human capital eco· 
system in the region and inspire more part· 
ners to come together in accelerating the de· 
velopment of leaders in Asia: says Mr Kwan. 
who is now the Institute's chief executive offi· 
cer. 

With IICLI up and running. its work has 
only just begun. In any case. good leaders 
can't be produced ovemighL Mr Kwan says 
leaders of the future must first be identified -
and the earlier they are. the bener they can 
be developed and tested . 

None of these Is easy. For !Jlstance. who 
makes a good leader today? Mr Kwan says 
he's not somebody we used to know: A Mr 

Know-It-All who has the answer to every· 
thing. Such a leader doesn't exist any longer 
as the world has become too complex. 

In Asia, there's a search for an Asian lead· 
er . While there's no common agreement on 
who he is. Mr Kwan says he's certainly not 
one seen through the eyes of an An10rlcan or 
a European: confident, a great communlca · 
tor. always in command and prone to a man· 
agemenl style that produces quick results. 

The Asian leader is more likely to bo tl1 e 
opposite: more subtle, often low-prolllo and 
tends to make decisions wi th an eye on tl10 
future. according to him. 

"If you identify leaders here using (West­
ern criteria). you will be missing a big pan of 
the Asian talent.· Mr Kwan says. 

HCU's arrival is especially critical at a 
time when multinational corporations (MNCs) 
have come to "truly" appreciate tho need to 
groom local talent. he says. There was a time. 
not long ago, when ~INCs believed they could 
easily transplant Western managers to Asia -
and these could perform just as weU here as 
in Europe and America. ~lr Kwan recalls 

The MNCs were mostly not off the marie. 
Those were the days when Asia was largely 
the cheap factory of Western MNCs and the 

goods It churned out were shipped back to 
markets In the West. Asian consumers on the 
whole were then unsophisticated - and tqo 
poor to afford Western products. 

Times have changed. Asia is still making 
goods for others. but it's now also a big mar· 
kot ln itself - the world's fastest gro\ving, Mr 
Kwan points out. 

"Now you're looking at an emerging mar· 
ket as a market you seU to. not just a factory," 
he says. 

With most of its basic needs met, Asill is 
revealing itself to be a region of great diversi­
ty. Working habits, for example, differ rrbm 
one place to another. 

"Our research shows a huge dispari~e­
tween Chinese and Indonesian wor ing 
culture: Mr Kwan says. "Indonesians are 
about relationship, they're very familial the 
kampong style. The Chinese are very Ira c­
tional ln a business sense: 

Of course. this makes selling in the Asian 
market and running a business here rouch 
tougher. 

"Imagine, if you move your best ChiJlese 
managers to Indonesia and vice versa, there 
will be a huge potential for conflict.· Mr Kwan 
says. 

The situation could be even more oxplo-
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sive if the transfers im·olve American or Euro· 
pean managers who are much less famiUar 
\\ith the region's cultures. he says. 

At the same time, consumption patterns 
are changing. Growing affiuence is driving 
consumers to want more value for their pur· 
chases. and they want them to be cheaper, Mr 
Kwan says. 

Thanks to the Internet and technology, 
changes are happening so fast in Asian emerg· 
ing markets today that scholars have coined 
an acronvm to describe them - VUCA (vola· 
tile. unce.rtain. complex and ambiguous). he 
says. 

Yet something stays unchanged: the short 
supply of workers. especially those with 
skills. 

In fact, the shortage has worsened in 
many parts of Asia because population 
growth is slowing, even as the economy is 
growing faster . This makes tho perenn ial 
problem of hiring and reta ining staff scorn 
overwhelming. 

Mr Kwan concedes that the now Asia of· 
fers a lot more opportunity for business. but 
for HCU he says the question remains: What 
kind of business leaders hip model do you 
need in this more dynamic, diverse and diffi· 
cult environment? 

Though the search is still on. Mr Kwan is 
confident that at least they know where to 
look. 

You begin with p~oplo who have awoken 
to the fact that leaders today don't have aU the 
answers. he says. "That's the first step to deal· 
ing with the future. It leads to the question of 
how do we engage the eco-system?" 

This in turn points us to those who buy the 
concept of ·we collaborate to compete·. 

"It's something you've never heard of." Mr 

Kwan says. "In the past, you're either my 
competitor or my partner .· 

In this model tlmt's still evolving, he says 
business leaders are prepared to team up to 
tackle big problems everyone in the industry 
faces but at the same time still find it not odd 
to compete witb one another at the company 
level for customers. 

These require son skills in cultivating rela­
tionships. in dealing with people from differ · 
ent cultures and who work differently, and in 
operating in an environment where things 
are less clear cut. 

t.lr Kwan says these are things most busi· 
ness schools don't teach but progressi\·e 
MNCs are taking note of in grooming their 
future leaders. 

"Top business schools are still very much 
focused on global best practices. but the fact 
is these may not be 100 per cent relevant espe· 
cially for our region: he says. "And that's the 
part that's not researched as well." 

Which leaves the field wide open to HCLI ­
the Institute is bent on producing an Asian 
leadership model. 

"With Asia's gr owing prominence as a hub 
for business. the scarcity of equipped Asian 
leaders will only become a larger challenge 
for busin esses op!lrating in the region." Mr 
Kwan says. "This. coupled with the specialist 
knowledge needed to navigate the Asian busi· 
ness landscape. forms the rationale behind 
IICLI's specilic goals.· 

Achieving goals 
How is HCU going to achieve these goals? "By 
driving pan-Asian. in dustry-r elevant re· 
search. creating cutting-edge executive devel· 
opment programmes and fostering rich net· 
works between leaders in business, govern· 
ment, academia and consulting: he says. 

The research includes gelling insights into 
hwnan capital and leadership unique to Asia. 
And these will be weaved into HCLI's develop· 
ment programmes. 

But the institute is moulding Asian leaders 
not only for the region. Mr Kwan says the 
programmes are also designed to build "the 
critical capabilities· companies to grow be· 
yond Asia. 

·we help identify. develop and embed 
these capabilities for individuals and for or­
ganisations: he says. 

While HCLI's programmes aim to help 
Asian companies expand their global foot· 
print, they also help global compan.ies make 
their presence fell in Asia. 

The programmes include its "flagshi p 
by-invito top management r esidential pro· 
gramme. customised in-house programmes, 
open enrolment programmes for senior lead · 
ers and consortium programmes that bring tO· 
gcther lnaders for cross-organisational team· 
hlg". 

Mr Kwan sums up the two planks of 
IICLI's role: One is to develop "global leader 
with a strong understanding of Asia"; tbe 
otl1er is to build ·Asian leaders \vith the abili­
ty to lead on the global stage". 

They didn 't forget that the world today is 
still very much global - and so is doing busi­
ness. 
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