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INNOVATION is “really about making life
better for people”, so “anyone can be crea-
tive and innovative”. And there must be
room for failure in order to create a culture of
innovation.

That’s one of 10 “key insights” gleaned
from Awaken Group’s conversations with 12
business and government leaders in Singa-
pore about global leadership and innovation,
which have been compiled into a book,
Inside Out.

Featuring familiar names such as Capita-
Land Group CEO Liew Mun Leong, Banyan
Tree Holdings’ Ho Kwon Ping, lawyer Lee

Suet Fern and HDB CEO Cheong Koon Hean,
the conversations focus on the more “hu-
man” side of leadership, drawing on their per-
sonal journeys.

“For us, it was to understand who these
people really are, what do they care about,
what do they value, what motivates and
drives them,” says Awaken’s CEO, Kang
So-Young. “The book is an extension of what
we believe in – transformative experiences
from the inside out. . .”

The leaders also give their take on what
they reckon is required for Singapore, and
Asia, to succeed in the global landscape.

Mr Ho, for example, made clear that “Ban-
yan Tree is not a Singaporean company, but
rather a company based in Singapore”. Most

local companies identify themselves as Singa-
porean, which limits their potential to go
global, he said.

Launched last week, Inside Out arose out
of Awaken’s Global Leadership and Innova-
tion Project.

Ms Kang wanted to extend the annual
survey of CEOs in the United States to Singa-
pore this year, but found that “in Singapore,
the leaders do not fill out surveys . . . they get
their assistants to do it”, she says, laughing.
“But our questions can only be answered by
the CEO, the leader.”

She decided, instead, to interview some
leaders, which culminated in Inside Out,
which she hopes “will catalyse conversation”
on the subject.
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IN a culture where “cheaper,
better, faster” is the operating
mantra, what are the odds of
persuading CEOs to embrace
“joy and beauty” in their busi-
ness mission?

Pretty good, says leadership
and strategy consultant Kang
So-Young. Her Awaken Group,
which she founded three years
ago in Los Angeles, works with
organisations to “design trans-
formative experiences from the
inside out to bring joy and beau-
ty to the world”. Among its Singa-
pore clients are a host of statu-
tory boards and government
agencies.

Take one of its projects with
the Housing & Development
Board (HDB), which it has been
working with in the two years
since the Korean-American relo-
cated here to set up Awaken’s
Singapore office.

The job: A new branch office
in Punggol. HDB branch offices –
where residents go to for a gamut
of housing-related transactions
and services – have typically
been fairly non-descript, wholly
functional service centres.

“Ours will be very different,”
says Ms Kang, laughing, of the
upcoming Punggol office. “We
redesigned the branch office ex-
perience.” That includes how the
staff deliver the array of transac-
tions from season parking to
mortgage payments. “All the
transactions you’d do at a
branch office, we re-designed the
processes,” she quips.

Working with its design part-
ners at architectural firm
Ong&Ong, Awaken came up with
the concept and physical design
for the branch office, including
the “communications and mes-
saging”.

Basically, “everything will be a
bit more caring, more human-
user-centric”, she says.

“It’s much more about engage-
ment, relationship and communi-
ty-building, not just about a
transaction.

“So, for example, when you
walk into the branch office, you’ll
see a wall of faces we call the
mosaic wall, a mosaic of faces,
and each of these faces repre-
sents a resident of Punggol. And
there’ll be a QR code; you can
click on the code and you’ll get a
video of that person sharing a
story about living in Punggol.

“There’s also something

called a ‘hint wall’, which will
have ideas about how to throw a
block party or how to organise a
funeral at a HDB void deck, or
how to do a barbecue with your
neighbours. So there’ll be all
kinds of community tips and
tricks, in addition to the transac-
tions like how do I apply for sea-
son parking.”

Awaken Group describes itself
as “a family of designers, paint-
ers, strategists, coaches, filmmak-
ers and consultants that help
clients develop innovative solu-
tions and create beautiful experi-
ences”, with “30-something” Ms
Kang informally “Catalyst/CEO”.
The firm is also redesigning the
“entire sale and resale experi-
ence” at HDB Hub in Toa Payoh.

“We want to re-introduce the
kampong spirit into how people
live, in a more human, communi-
ty-minded way, and get away
from the nameless, faceless kind
of culture that we’ve become,”
says Ms Kang, who was a McKin-
sey consultant in Los Angeles, ad-
vising leaders on areas, such as
performance management and
cultural transformation, before
founding Awaken in 2009.

The firm has also worked with
a slew of ministries and govern-
ment agencies, on “everything
from one-hour talks to
six-month projects”, she says,
reeling off their acronyms like a
Singaporean.

“Most of the topics have been
on design thinking, creativity,
empathy . . . actually a lot about
empathy, with your customers,
the general public.”

Design thinking – or tackling
problems creatively, with a
human-centred design ethos – is
fast catching on in Singapore,

not least in the public sector, she
suggests.

A 2008 Harvard Business Re-
view article describes the disci-
pline as “innovation (that) is pow-
ered by a thorough understand-
ing . . . of what people want and
need in their lives and what they
like or dislike about the way par-
ticular products are made, pack-
aged, marketed, sold and sup-
ported”.

This approach to meeting
“customer” needs is now “super
popular” here, according to Ms
Kang. “For the past two years,
we’ve got invited to speak to 15
to 20 (public) organisations, gov-
ernment agencies. . . That’s quite
encouraging, because the Singa-
pore government seems to really
get it, they want to bring more
empathy and care into public ser-
vice.”

Many leaders here “authenti-
cally seem to understand the
value of being more caring, more
empathetic, more creative, more
adaptive”, she says.

And it sure makes business
sense, she maintains. “It’s not
this touchy-feely thing that has
no relationship with business re-
sults.”

Armed with a Harvard MBA
and having also had corporate
experience previously at compa-
nies such as Citigroup, Ms Kang
has been “where everything has
to be logical, strategic and intel-
lectually make sense”.

And “you realise that compa-
nies are not human(-centric),
they’re not caring as organisa-
tions, and you wonder why you
don’t get the best creativity, you
don’t maximise the potential of
your people, because the system
and the structure itself was actu-
ally designed for the Industrial
Age”, she says.

“I think in the old world, we’re
so focused on targets, on just the
consumer and end-user, but you

know, there are so many other
people involved. If you forget
about your staff, then ultimately,
it’s not a sustainable strategy.”

She adds: “On paper, we do
strategy, leadership and innova-
tion. But how we do it is actually
in a much more human-centric,
user-centric way. So, we recently
did a strategy project for a compa-
ny in Switzerland, where we
co-created with the clients, we
taught them to engage in the pro-
cess, we got them to listen to
each other, be more empathetic
and more caring. I worked with
the management team and
coached the CEO, to actually
execute the strategy better, be a
better listener and a more effec-
tive leader.”

After all, “strategy is just ideas,
right?”, she says. “If you don’t get

the buy-in of the people, strategy
will not be executed and so when
you don’t take the user into con-
sideration, the likelihood of your
strategy being executed is lower,
or your strategy gets diluted by
the time it gets down to the front-
line people.”

So while “cheaper, better, fast-
er” could be a good strategy in
the short term, “I don’t know if
it’s sufficient for long-term sus-
tainability”, she says. “If you’re
always competing on price, for
example, there’s only so low the
price can go.”

But when organisations take
into account human emotive
needs, “when people enjoy their
work and understand the pur-
pose of the work, they’re happy
to do it, and they will be more
productive, more creative”.

Awaken Group works with firms, govt bodies
to help bring ‘joy and beauty to the world’

Helping business develop
a human-centric culture

Focusing on the more ‘human’ side of leadership
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