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1. Introduction 

As the effects of globalization take place on a larger scale in this generation, it is interesting to 

note a unique style of leadership emerge - authentic leadership. Simply put, authentic leadership 

is about the authenticity of leaders and their leadership (Northouse, 2013). It can be defined from 

three perspectives, the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and developmental perspectives. We will be 

looking at the developmental aspect of authentic leadership and apply its principles in our 

analysis and discussion of authentic leadership in a practical setting. 

Our paper also seeks to come up with a comprehensive leadership portfolio of Awaken Group 

and its CEO, or as she calls herself, Chief Catalyst, So-Young Kang. Awaken Group is a mid-

sized consultancy outfit with offices in Singapore and Los Angeles; offering integrated 

consulting, coaching, design and technology services. It is a global leadership development and 

Experience Design firm passionate about transforming the world through inspiring and 

developing more “human, creative and adaptive” organizations (Awaken Group, 2012). 

Kang started Awaken Group in 2008 and since then, their consultancy has grown in size and the 

company’s clients in Singapore now include a host of statutory boards and government agencies, 

like Sentosa, where they helped set up the Port of Lost Wonder, and also the Housing 

Development Board. Furthermore, the firm has a flat hierarchy and is collaborative in nature, 

thereby making it interesting to see how the leadership dynamics play out within the firm in such 

settings. 

Turning the focus to the leader that we will be focusing on, So-Young Kang is the Catalyst, 

Founder & CEO of Awaken Group. She holds an MBA from Harvard Business School and a BA 

dual degree with honors in International Relations and East Asian studies from University of 
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Pennsylvania with a minor in Music Theory. There are several reasons why we chose her as our 

leader to analyse: She is consistent with online postings about leadership through her blog and 

Facebook profile and communicates with her followers via Twitter often. Her organization 

which provides consultancy services requires her to do a fair amount of collaborative work, and 

therefore she has to work directly with people from various walks of life. Further, she appeared 

to have a unique take on leadership as seen from her blog postings on the topic. 

Through this paper, we will be studying Kang and the organization in context of Authentic 

Leadership. 

2. Literature Review 

Authentic leadership can be defined by three viewpoints - an intrapersonal perspective, an 

interpersonal perspective and a developmental perspective (Northouse, 2013). The intrapersonal 

perspective focuses on what goes on within the leader. It emphasizes the leader’s experiences 

and the meaning he/she attaches to those experiences. The interpersonal approach places 

emphasis on the relations between a leader and his/her followers, and how authenticity emerges 

from the interactions between them. And lastly, the developmental perspective views authentic 

leadership as something that can be cultivated in leaders. It usually occurs over a lifetime and 

can be triggered by major life events (Northouse, 2013). 

From the developmental perspective, four components of authentic leadership have been 

identified: self-awareness, unbiased processing, authentic action, and relational transparency 

(Kernis, 2003). For a leader to be self-aware, he/she needs to be clear regarding what are his/her 

core values and goals. A leader with self-awareness is able to guide him/herself in their decision-

making process and behavior. Authentic leaders would also resist external pressure so that their 
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values are not compromised. Thus, authentic leaders possess the ability to deal with internal 

conflict (Luthans, Norman & Hughes, 2006). 

Another important component of authentic leadership is unbiased processing. This means that 

the leader objectively analyzes information and carefully considers opposing viewpoints before 

taking action. Leaders who practice unbiased processing are seen as authentic because they are 

willing to take into account other perspectives, and are open about their own. 

Authentic leaders also engage in authentic behaviour. While this may seem like an oxymoron, it 

is an important self-regulatory behaviour undertaken by the leader to ensure that they are guided 

by their own set of values and beliefs. This reduces the influence and control of external 

pressures and keeps the leader’s actions consistent with their expressed beliefs and morals 

(Northouse, 2013) 

Relational transparency refers to being open and honest in presenting yourself to others 

(Northouse, 2013). It is self-regulated as the individual can choose to reveal as much he/she 

wants to others. It occurs when individuals share their deepest feelings with one another in an 

appropriate manner - this includes communicating both negative and positive aspects of the self.  

Building on this, Bill George (2006) proposes a view of authentic leadership that focuses more 

on the characteristics of the leader. These five characteristics include understanding their purpose, 

having strong values about the right thing to do, being able to establish strong, trusting 

relationships with others, demonstrating self-discipline and acting on their values, and lastly 

being passionate about their mission.  
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In his research, George (2006) found that authentic leaders have a clear purpose about what they 

are doing. They are usually passionate about the work that they do, and are motivated about their 

goals. On the flipside, by lacking a clear purpose, leaders may be driven by their egos and 

narcissistic impulses instead. 

Values are an intrinsic characteristic of authentic leaders as well. They are what guide the leader 

in his/her daily decisions so that they know what is the right thing to do. The leaders’ values are 

shaped through constant interacting, working and consulting with others. These values are 

challenged when the leaders are under pressure, but authentic leaders use these situations to 

strengthen their values. 

Authenticity is the result of relationships and interrelationships which are built on trust and care. 

These relationships are cultivated by values such as honesty, integrity, fair-mindedness, loyalty, 

justice, equity, freedom and autonomy (Duignan & Bhindi, 1997). Relationships between leaders 

and subordinates are also developed through the process of mutual disclosure, which enhances 

trust and a sense of closeness. The practices of teamwork, collaborative planning, shared action 

are crucial to the development of trusting relationships in an organization as well.  

To meet all demands, authentic leaders are naturally required to have high self-discipline. This 

discipline enables the leader to stay focused on their purpose, maintain their values, inspire 

people and manage relationships. It also reassures others because disciplined leaders are 

consistent and predictable in their behaviours, making it easier to communicate with them. 

Lastly, George also identifies heart and compassion as important characteristics of authentic 

leaders. Leading with heart means leaders are passionate about what they are doing, show 
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compassion towards the people they serve, and empathize with subordinates. It is important as it 

increases the leader’s sensitivity to other cultures, backgrounds and situations. 

It is through these perspectives that we are able to form a comprehensive view of what authentic 

leadership entails. We will explore what it means to be an authentic leader through these 

definitions in our paper. 

3. Methodology 

Both primary and secondary research were conducted to gain information about the leader and 

her organization. 

For secondary research, we tracked both the organization and the leader from 1/1/2012 to 

31/10/2013, and for primary research, a face-to-face interview was conducted to gain more 

insights. The tracking was done mostly on social media, including Facebook, Twitter, Blog and 

company’s website. Since the tracking period was rather long, our group divided it into four 

parts, and delegated one period to each member: 

• 1/1/2012 - 31/5/2012 

• 1/6/2012 - 30/11/2012 

• 1/12/2012 - 30/4/2013 

• 1/5/2013 - 31/10/2013 

With the tasks delegated, each member carried out individual work at their own time, following 

the strategies listed below: 
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3.1 Strategy for tracking the organizations achievement  

3.1.1 Online media 

Once every two weeks, we took note of all social media postings from the organization and 

arranged them chronologically, with details such as the name of the article, a short summary, 

date of posting, and our own analysis. Also, we searched the Internet for articles and videos that 

were either uploaded by the company or that were about the company. 

3.1.2 Traditional media 

We kept an eye on traditional media reporting of the organization as well. Traditional media here 

refers to newspapers, magazines, television appearances, radio broadcasts, etc. We also contacted 

Awaken Group’s secretary, Hanna Kim, for media clips on the company. 

3.2 Strategy for monitoring and recording the leadership style(s) 

A similar strategy was applied to monitor the leader. We tracked Kang’s social media posts, 

including her Facebook account, Twitter and blog on a weekly basis. We also monitored her 

activity and appearances in video, interviews, or news reporting. 

Timeline of action can be seen as follows: 

Date Action 

06/09/2013 Research of the leaders and theories 

12/09/2013 Report outline 

13/09/2013 Media tracking 

14/09/2013 Report finalisation 

19/09/2013 YPG event 
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20/09/2013 Media tracking 

27/09/2013 Media tracking 

30/09/2013 Interview with leader 

04/10/2013 Media tracking 

11/10/2013 Media tracking 

18/10/2013 Media tracking 

19/10/2013 Review of transcript, task delegation, individual coding 

25/10/2013 Media tracking, group coding, leadership style review 

31/10/2013 Media tracking 

01/11/2013 Discussion & analysis, task delegation for the report and presentation 

05/11/2013 Preparation for presentation 

08/11/2013 Preparation for presentation 

09/11/2013 Preparation for presentation 

11/11/2013 Preparation for presentation 

12/11/2013 Presentation 

3.3 Strategies for the interview  

Having gained an understanding of Kang through online and traditional media, we contacted 

Hanna Kim through the company email to seek interview permission. We explained the purpose 

of the project and sent her the questions in advance. To understand more about the leader and her 

leadership style, we attended YPG Dream Nights, an event which Kang attended, to get to know 

her before the interview. 
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The interview lasted for 40 minutes at Awaken Group’s office. Our tasks in the interview were 

decided beforehand: one person would interview her; another would ask questions based on her 

reply; and one would take notes of the interview. We also recorded the interview and typed out 

the transcript.  

Once the transcript was ready, each member proceeded to code it on his/her own. After that, we 

gathered and coded the transcript again as a group. Through this, we avoided missing any 

important information. With the codes in hand, our group came up with three dominant themes: 

qualities of the leader, organizational traits, and conflict management. These themes could be 

seen throughout the entire interview. We then proceeded to analyse the tracking sheet to find 

media clips that fit in the themes, the results of which are discussed in the next section of this 

paper. 

4. Analysis or Findings 

4.1 Qualities of the leader 

First, the qualities of the leader are defined as the qualities that Kang possesses as a leader. One 

of the qualities that Kang displays is that of self-awareness. Self-awareness can be seen as 

always being conscious about one’s own actions and how one’s actions will impact others. It is 

one of the components of authentic leadership as described in the developmental perspective 

(Luthans, Norman & Hughes, 2006). In our interview with Kang, she said: 

“knowing yourself before you lead other people, is exactly the kind of principles I live by, 

and I believe that those are the characteristics of an ideal leader.”  

Her self-awareness is thus manifested and her authenticity as a leader can be seen. She also 

believes in being reflective and in constant self-improvement - this is so that she, as a leader, can 
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lead by example and show others that she walks the talk. This is in line with being a self-aware 

leader and is one of the ways that Kang embodies authentic leadership. 

Another quality that kept coming up was the fact that as a leader, Kang felt that she had a 

responsibility to be real and authentic to her followers. An example that she mentioned in her 

interview was how she used social media to keep herself as real as possible: 

 “I actually think it’s kind of cool because what it does [for me] as a leader is that it’s  

another channel or avenue to keep me in integrity with myself.” 

Through her various platforms on social media - Facebook, Twitter, Awaken Group’s blog - she 

maintains the same positive, encouraging tone that she uses in real life, and in this way, she can 

be seen to be trying to be as authentic as possible. As mentioned, authentic leaders engage in 

authentic behaviours, and this is a self-regulatory process that ensures the leader is guided by 

their own set of values and beliefs. In this case, by using social media, Kang reinforces the 

authenticity of her values and belief system, and she believes that any deviation from her true 

self will be extremely obvious to others. Hence, this leads to her being at greater integrity with 

herself both online and in real life and she can be seen to be authentic through this quality as well. 

Kang also embodies authentic leadership as can be seen in the trust and respect that her 

employees have for her. According to George (2006), one of the qualities of an authentic leader 

is that they are able to establish trusting relationships with others. Kang mentions in her 

interview that: 

“I think there’s a lot of trust … I can talk to them about almost anything; some of them 

talk to me about very personal things, you know, things about their marriages to their 

personal issues, family issues.” 



12	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

From the intimacy of the topics that they talk about, we can gather that Kang’s employees trust 

her enough to open up about private issues like family and their marriage. In return, she opens up 

to them about her relationships and personal life. Thus, Kang can be seen to be an authentic 

leader from the way that she is willing and able to talk to her employees about her personal life 

and vice versa, demonstrating a key quality of authentic leadership. 

4.2 Organizational values 

According to Bill George (2006), authentic leaders practice solid values. Under this section, we 

seek to explore the current traits that Awaken Group has established, how these values show 

Kang’s authentic leadership and evaluate whether she integrates her own values within the 

organization. These values guide the leaders in their daily decisions so that they know what the 

right thing to do is. The structures that Kang has implemented in the organization and the values 

of the firm can be seen as an extension of her own, and they work to guide both her and her 

employees in the line of work. Therefore, in examining the values of the organization, we are 

able to see Kang's authenticity in the values that her company advocates. 

Kang practices solid values by establishing a value- and principle-based culture in Awaken 

Group, foremost of which is honesty. Honesty is closely linked to authentic leadership because 

an authentic leader fulfills the quality of transparency through this. Kang has established this 

value to remind people to be truthful to themselves and towards others. She mentioned in the 

interview that:  

"One of our values is honesty in love. That means we will always speak honestly if it’s in 

service of you.”  

Honesty is central to all of Kang's interactions, be they with employees or clients, and this is 

related to the concept of transparency mentioned by Northouse (2013). By establishing honesty 
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as an organizational value, Kang shows the strength of her belief in this concept, and institutes it 

as a trait to encourage employees to be honest in their interactions with each other, with their 

clients and also with her. Thus, we can see the organization's traits as an extension of Kang's 

authentic leadership style. 

Another solid value that Kang practices is self-awareness. In order to achieve that, she 

establishes the culture of gratitude in Awaken Group. In this context, gratitude is the expression 

of thanks towards other people and acknowledging their contributions. Every Friday, Kang and 

her team gather to thank those who have helped them and also request for others to pray for them 

and ask for help. This does not only inculcate an atmosphere of gratitude but also lets employees 

realize how their behaviors have impacted others. Through this, they are more conscious of the 

impact of their actions and realize that one cannot do everything alone. This trait is closely 

linked to self-awareness - being more self-aware allows one to recognize their own shortcomings 

and limitations, and to appreciate the help from others more. Kang's authenticity shows through 

in this quality because by actively making her employees practice this trait, she reinforces her 

value as a leader. 

Diversity is another value that Awaken Group embraces. Kang, being an authentic leader herself, 

receives feedback from a diverse range and integrates these feedback to help herself  and her 

organization to achieve their goals. Hence, she believes that this is what she wants her 

organization to be like as well, and encourages her employees to not be biased against other 

people's viewpoints or thoughts, and ideas that are different. This is also closely linked to self-

awareness. Kang shared in the interview: 

"We’re pretty down to earth, we’re professional, we’re very diverse". 
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Awaken Group’s employees come from varied backgrounds, hence, they have to know their 

strengths and weaknesses, and be open towards ideas that may be different from their own to 

facilitate collaboration. From this, we can see that Kang also embodies unbiased processing. an 

important element of authentic leadership (Kernis, 2003). Thus, it is evident that Kang lives her 

values and integrates them in her organization as well. 

4.3 Dealing with conflict 

One of the criteria of authentic leadership is that the leader has to be able to take into 

consideration stakeholders’ needs, is positive, optimistic, and willing to make and execute 

difficult decisions (Douglas R. May, Adrian Y.L. Chan, Timothy D. Hodges & Bruce J. Avolio, 

2003). In this section, we will analyse how Kang demonstrates this feature of authentic leader as 

she tackles different problems encountered in the course of work when she works with clients 

and employees. 

Firstly, Kang demonstrates that she is positive and optimistic, especially when dealing with 

problems. As part of the business, Awaken Group does consultation and conducts coaching 

sessions for corporations and a large part of the job requires clients to change their usual way of 

doing business, and most of the time, they are reluctant because of fear of failure. Confronted 

with such problems, Kang encourages them to appreciate changes and to be fearless of failure 

often adding to them that “It’s okay to fail”. She encourages them to not be afraid of making 

mistakes as they are a part of the learning journey. This shows that Kang is positive in facing 

problems, thus fulfilling the above criteria for demonstrating authentic leadership. 

Further, Kang takes into consideration stakeholders’ needs and speaks their language when they 

face communication problems. Kang shared that she often encounters communication problems 
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that arise due to cultural differences. For instance, Kang explained in her interview to us that she 

prefers employees to seek help when they have difficulties completing their assigned work. 

However, her employees shared that they believed that where they could not do something, it 

was their fault for not being capable enough and therefore they would rather be scolded than 

interrupt her by asking for help. After realizing that there was a cultural difference in the 

attitudes towards asking for help in her workplace, Kang set out to reframe the issue, and speak 

to her employees “in their language” by saying that in asking her for help, they were actually 

helping her complete the work faster through their shared effort in understanding and tackling 

the problem, and further showing her that they trusted her enough to share their problems and 

solve them together. This shows that Kang is positive, takes into consideration her follower’s 

needs, and demonstrates a key aspect of authentic leadership (Douglas R. May, Adrian Y.L. 

Chan, Timothy D. Hodges & Bruce J. Avolio, 2003). 

Kang is not afraid to make the difficult decision to apologise to her employees and thus, 

exemplifies authentic leadership (Douglas R. May, Adrian Y.L. Chan, Timothy D. Hodges & 

Bruce J. Avolio, 2003). In her blog post, "The power of saying 'I’m sorry'", she shared a story 

where she unfairly scolded her employees out of stress. Having reflected on that, she called the 

team and offered her apology. It took her by surprise when an employee shared that it was his 

first time hearing a leader apologise. For a leader, admitting that he or she is wrong is a difficult 

decision and requires a lot of courage and modesty. She said, “[...] when you are really wrong, 

can you be big enough as a leader to admit your mistakes, take ownership and learn from it as 

you set an example for others in your organization?" (So-Young Kang, 2013). Hence, Kang 

shows that she is not afraid to make difficult decisions and own up to mistakes when dealing 

with conflict, and as a result, this proves that Kang is an authentic leader. 
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5. Discussion 

According to Northouse, Authentic leaders demonstrate five basic characteristics: (1) They 

understand their purpose, (2) they have strong values about the right thing to do, (3) they 

establish trusting relationships with others, (4) they demonstrate self-discipline and act on their 

values, and (5) they are passionate about their mission. Most of the literature we read involving 

authentic leadership emphasized self-awareness as a key to being an authentic leader (Luthans, 

Norman & Hughes, 2006). Based on these criteria, Kang keenly demonstrates that she fulfills 

these criteria of an authentic leader. 

Firstly, while the purpose of Awaken Group was not obvious from the start, under Kang, it has 

evolved to become a firm that is strongly focused on their five core values and mission, which is 

to deliver change, transformation, innovation, growth, capabilities, inspiration, alignment and 

leadership to their clients. 

It is also clear that Kang is a very value-focused leader. She has transformed values such as 

gratefulness into tangible practice within her firm, such as by emphasizing giving thanks during 

“team call” every Friday. She clearly acts on her values as seen through her interview and her 

online presence, she repeatedly emphasized that she provides solutions that are “in line with her 

principles”. 

There is also obvious trust between her employees and her. In fact the firm culture is one built on 

honesty, positivity and affirmation. She has described the firm culture as one that is very 

personal and “family like”. 

Lastly, the idea of Jesus as an ideal leader points to the fact that Kang treasures self-awareness as 

an important leadership trait. She emphasized that Jesus was a leader who exemplified the 
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principle of “knowing yourself before you lead” and that that was “exactly the kind of principles 

[she] lives by”. Like Ken Blanchard (2005), she believes that the more self-aware and conscious 

one is, the more effective a leader one can be. For instance, one question that she always asks 

herself is “how can I be more conscious of the impact I have on people, positive or negative?”. 

Therefore, based on these examples, it appears that Kang does fulfill the key criteria for 

authentic leadership as fleshed out in the literature reviews. 

6. Practical Recommendations 

Problem #1: Exemplifying Authentic Leadership in a Bigger Firm 

Kang’s brand of authentic leadership which focuses strongly on personal interactions and 

connections might be difficult to continue should her organization grow in size. 

  

Kang has shown that her style of authentic leadership is a very personal brand of leadership. This 

style of leadership seems to work extremely well with the current “flat” hierarchical structures 

within the relatively small size of Awaken Group. As a result of the small size of the company, 

most of the interaction that goes on with Awaken Group at the moment is done face to face, and 

such a personal form of interaction is best suited to showcase an authentic style of leadership.  

Kang herself has acknowledged that should her firm expand, she will have “more structure” in 

place. However, we question whether Kang’s brand of authentic leadership (which hedges on the 

“personal culture” made possibly by a small hierarchical-less firms) can continue to flourish 

should her company expand.  
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Recommendation 

Such a conundrum of lesser face-to-face interaction in a bigger firm might be solved by making 

use of online platforms to continue interaction with one’s employees. As noted, Kang is currently 

not very active in using online platforms in the capacity of a leader to influence others. 

In this aspect, Kang could take heed from how Teh Ban Seng, Senior Vice President of Seagate 

Technology, has continued to exemplify authentic leadership while overseeing 500 employees in 

a multinational corporation with online platforms. In a firm like Seagate Technologies which 

hires more than 500 employees, there is need for several reporting structures and hierarchy.  

However, in proactively communicating with each new employee (be it a product manager or 

janitor) through email, he breaks down “barriers that come with his status as the most senior 

executive in the office”. Further, he would follow up with them every six months to make sure 

that they are “adjusting and acclimating well into the organization”, and he replies  every email 

that comes his way regardless of the position of his employees who “really appreciate his 

openness and courtesy”. Further with his direct staff, he schedules one on one calls with each of 

his staff at least once every fortnight regardless of his travel schedule. His attention to 

communication has been celebrated by his staff, and his authenticity felt even through online 

communication  

Therefore, using emails and online calls as tools to communicate with employees in a larger firm 

can allow a leader to continue exemplifying an authentic brand of leadership. Kang could take 

heed from Teh Ban Seng’s example on how he used online tools to demonstrate authentic 

leadership in a larger firm. 
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Problem #2: Overly Personal Disclosures At The Wrong Time And Context 

The second problem that Kang could potentially encounter is knowing when and what is 

appropriate to share when she is leading through authentic leadership. 

Kang has shared that her interactions within the firm that they do share very personal 

information, such as when she will get married, things like her dating life, and occasionally they 

discuss the personal relationship problems that she or her employees/followers have. 

The problem that arises here is that there may be chances that she makes overly personal 

disclosures at the wrong time and context. Indeed, the honest sharing of thoughts, feelings, and 

experiences at work is a double-edged sword: Despite its potential benefits, self-disclosure can 

backfire if it’s hastily conceived, poorly timed, or inconsistent with cultural or organizational 

norms—and it may end up hurting the leader’s reputation, alienating employees, fostering 

distrust, and hindering teamwork. 

Therefore, we have come up with three ways Kang can strike a good balance in sharing personal 

information while leading authentically. 

Recommendations 

The three main recommendations we have to deal with skillful disclosure is to be aware of what, 

to who, and when to share. 

1) Consider relevance to task 

Skillful self-disclosers choose the substance of revelations to further the work-related task at 

hand, and not only to promote themselves or develop purely personal relationships.  
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Kang has to be clear that her goal of revealing herself at work is to build trust and engender 

better collaboration and teamwork, not just to make friends—though that may happen as a 

additional benefit/bonus in the course of her work. Therefore, before she shares personal 

information, she should ask herself whether it will help you do her job. This includes questions 

like: is it germane to the situation? Will your staff get a better understanding of your thinking 

and rationale? If not, she might want to save the story for a coffee date with friends. 

Therefore, this recommendation deals with improving what Kang shares.  

2) Understand the organizational and cultural context 

Considerable research has shown that people from individualistic societies, such as the United 

States and India, are more likely to disclose information about themselves and expect others to 

do the same than people from collectivist societies, such as China and Japan. 

Thus, for example, Asian teammates might be put off by a leader’s readiness to share a personal 

story, regardless of its content. This is especially pertinent to Kang’s case because the leads a 

multi-national corporation that deals with people from a myriad of cultural and social contexts. 

Therefore, leaders should make an effort to investigate cultural and organizational norms before 

she decides to share a personal story. In any context, especially ones that involves interacting 

with new employees or followers from other countries or companies, the leader should first find 

out about how people operate and what level of candor is expected. Therefore this 

recommendation deals with being more aware of who Kang shares personal information with. 
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3) Delay or avoid very personal disclosures. 

Intimate stories strengthen relationships; but don’t necessarily establish them. Sharing too much 

personal information too quickly at the start of a working relationship, might make  appear 

awkward and maybe even unstable. 

However, this doesn’t mean a leader has to wait for ages before telling followers anything about 

their personal life. They just need to have spent enough time with them to develop a foundation 

of trust and knowledge of the organizational norms. Instead, at the beginning of professional 

relationships, leaders should focus on demonstrating credibility and trustworthiness through their 

work instead of letting their personal stories speak for them. 

Kang should first develop common objectives, delineate goals and roles, and demonstrate 

credibility and trustworthiness through her work and take careful note of how open others are 

before offering significant disclosures of her own. 

Therefore, this deals with when Kang should make personal disclosures. 

7. Limitations 

The first limitation of our Leadership portfolio was that we were only limited to one interview 

with the leader and therefore there was not enough time to get a fuller picture of her leadership 

style. Secondly, the leadership style was shared through Kang the CEO herself, and as we never 

got to interview her followers, there might have been some bias in the sharing. Lastly, authentic 

leadership is a fairly new research area, and the material on it is limited compared to areas like 

the trait or style approach to leadership. 
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8. Conclusion 

From our interview and media tracking on Kang, it appears that she fits the mould of an 

authentic leader as fleshed out by the literature we have come across. She has shown that she is 

self-aware, or at least strives to be so, open, honest and engages in “authentic behavior” by 

acting on her words. She further shows that she acts on her values by instilling them tangibly in 

her organization. However, while Kang is a strong advocate of the authentic style of leadership, 

it would be useful if to refine her method of personal disclosures and be more sensitive to who, 

when, and what she shares with followers. Lastly, we gave recommendations on how she could 

continue exemplifying authentic leadership should her firm expand in the future. 
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Appendix 

Can you tell us about the starting idea for the Awaken Group? What was your motivation 

for setting up the Awaken Group? 

It actually started from a random idea from one of my mentors. So it started of as kind of like, an 

idea. It was never really my idea to start this company actually – I wanted to be an entrepreneur 

and I knew I was going to be an entrepreneur, but I didn’t know what kind of company to start. 

Then one of my advisors suggested that he was going to do a leadership development 

consultancy and he thought that I should run it. Then, that seeded the idea, and then I thought 

about, I reflected on it, and I decided to do it in early 2009. But it was not this big grand idea I 

had been thinking about for four years or something – it just kind of evolved. And the idea of 

what we do today has definitely evolved over the past four years. 

So how has it evolved from the original concept until what it is today? 

It started off as a leadership development consultancy, but when we sat down and really talked 

about the essence of the company, about what kind of company we wanted to be in the future, it 

was always about being global, East-West, which was about being culturally adaptable. It was 

also about being very creative and innovative and then we also knew that we wanted to 

maximize human potential. So that was our intention, but how we were going to go about doing 

it was kind of open. Then over the years, it’s actually evolved where now what we do is called 

transformation design and that integrates. In order to do those things well, we realized that we 

had to do more than just leadership development; we also had to do strategy, which is my 

background. We have to work with multiple disciplines in order to do that in a holistic way. So 

the principles we had in place in 2009, which was that we were going to take a holistic approach, 

we were going to be at the intersection of business and design, we were going to foster and 
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cultivate creativity – so these principles… our company is really founded on principles and 

values. So once we knew the principles, then when the opportunities arose, we said, “Okay, this 

is in line with our principles.” And because of that, I can see our business will complete and 

change people as long as it is in line with our principles. But in a specific way in product and 

service, like how to do that, was what’s been evolving - how to deliver on those things. Now we 

are a strategy, innovation and leadership company that uses coaching, consulting, design and 

technology to give a more integrated and holistic approach to solving problems in a 

transformative way. So that’s how we’ve evolved. But we had no idea, in 2009, that we would be 

doing all those things.  

Can you tell us more about the Awaken Group culture? Just now you said that you wanted 

to be East-West in a very global way right? How would you describe the Awaken Group 

culture now? 

I think our culture is… I would say it’s very real. It’s very authentic, where we try to be as 

authentic as possible. We’re pretty down to earth, we’re professional, we’re very diverse, and we 

have a lot of very strong values that we live by. So we’re very value and principle-based. We 

have five core values, and many people describe our company by our values a lot of the time. For 

example, one of our values is honesty and love. That means we will always speak honestly if it’s 

in service of you, if it’s not then we will keep quiet. So we’re not going to be just honest – it’s 

really how we communicate in a way that’s most helpful and beneficial for the other person. We 

believe in potential, so I think our culture, because of some of these things, values, like potential 

for example, we believe in your future potential, not necessarily in your past accomplishments 

and we look at what we think you’re going to do and we try to develop you into that. Because of 

it, we’re very affirming. We’ve a very positive, affirming culture. We appreciate each other. Two 
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things that are really important to our culture: Every Friday morning we have a team call and, 

these two items on the agenda must never change, everything else can change except these two 

items. So the first one is we share what we’re grateful for or whom we’re thankful for. So 

everyone goes around and shares, “I’m thankful for this, this week.” Or “I’m grateful to this 

person or that person.” He/she could be on the team, or it could be their spouses or their family, 

it doesn’t matter. So I think that’s important, because in creating a culture of gratitude. The 

second thing is we always ask for a prayer request. And I think what that does is it give people 

the proper perspective around not knowing everything and wanting to, and being able to ask for 

help and to recognize the need to ask for help. So by saying, “Hey, could you pray for my project 

right now? My project’s not going very well. Can you pray for my client, can you pray for my 

health?” It’s actually a recognition that you cannot do everything, and that you need other people 

around you in a community to help you. So I think those attitudes and mindsets are very 

important to creating culture. So I think because of it, we’re a very… it’s a personal culture, 

more like family. It’s a very positive, affirming, caring culture. 

So, in your opinion, what would make an ideal leader? 

Actually, I just read a book recently, which is awesome. It’s by Ken Blanchard, and it’s called 

Lead Like Jesus. And I think Jesus is the ideal leader. Honestly, like, it’s just the way he lead and 

the examples of principles of leadership, of knowing yourself before you lead other people, is 

exactly the kind of principles I live by, and I believe that those are the characteristics of an ideal 

leader. It’s someone who really has the humility to know themselves and constantly invest in 

self-development. Before you can lead anyone, you have to lead yourself. So I think an ideal 

leader is very conscious of themselves. And not just aware, but conscious, they’re very different. 

Awareness is up here [gestures to temple], consciousness includes your self-conscious. The more 
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conscious you are as a human being, the more self-aware and conscious you are, the more 

effective a leader you can be. So I think that’s the start of being an ideal leader – it’s not the full 

definition but I think it’s the start of being an ideal leader. 

So, can you tell us more about your own personal leadership style? 

You should probably ask my team, right? [Laughs] Leadership is only as good as what your 

people say about you, right? So I can describe how I would like to lead and then you can see if I 

do it by asking my team if I actually do those things! Let’s see, you know I think that as a leader 

your journey is always like…it’s a bit like this [draws a curvy road in the air], like a spiral where 

you learn how to do things well, then you realize what you’re really bad at, and then you go 

through kind of like, a crappy period where you’re not good at something before you take it to 

the next level. Sometimes it feels like it’s one step forward, one step back, but in actuality you’re 

constantly moving forward. But in the day to day, it feels like you’re standing still, or like, “Ugh, 

I’m going back again!” But you’re really not. It feels like that temporarily because you’re about 

to be elevated to the next level, so I think leadership is like that. So, in terms of my leadership 

style, I think it’s evolving. It’s always evolving. It’s something I’m very conscious about and I 

think about: How I can be at greater integrity with myself? How can I speak in a way that’s more 

at integrity with what I feel? How can I be more conscious of the impact that I have on people, 

positive or negative? Lately I’ve been very conscious about when people annoy me. And I’ve 

been very conscious to say, “What is it about them that reflects me, that annoys me?” So it’s not 

them, it’s me. So when I get annoyed it’s something inside of me that’s bothered. It’s not that 

they’re annoying, because I could choose not to be annoyed, right? So I guess that’s my 

leadership style – it’s very reflective, when someone gives me feedback, sometimes it hurts, but I 

will always spend time to think about it, to reflect on it and I’m very quick to respond, and to 



28	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

change my behavior as quickly as possible. I’m a developer, I love to teach people and share 

knowledge and information and help people. I ask a lot of questions, so my leadership style is a 

lot more questioning than telling. I prefer questions. 

Like getting people to think. 

Yeah, that’s really important to me. Sometimes it frustrates my team, they’re like, “Just tell me 

the answer! This questioning thing is driving me crazy!” But I prefer to let people struggle, I’m 

okay with letting people struggle, if it’s going to be for their learning. I mean, sometimes I tell 

them but usually I ask questions. That’s my preferred way of leading.  

What is your relationship like with your team members? 

I think it’s different for every person actually, because everyone is different. I think there’s a lot 

of trust and I hope there’s a mutual respect. I think they respect who I am, and I feel respected 

and honored by my team, and I respect and honor their strengths because they’re very different 

from mine. I believe that there’s a lot of value that we see in each other. I can talk to them about 

almost anything; some of them talk to me about very personal things, you know, things about 

their marriages to their personal issues, family issues. So we have quite an open relationship. 

They’re constantly worrying about my marriage and when I’m going to get married and who I’m 

going to get married to. This is another project for them, which is really sweet! So I think we 

have a good relationship. I think over time you learn together, you fall together, and sometimes 

as a family, you argue too. So I’m actually quite encouraged when there’s argument, because that 

means we’ve reached a level of trust that we’re okay to argue. Yeah, or not argue, but disagree. I 

don’t think anyone ever argues in my group, they’re all very mild-mannered – no one actually 

raises their voice, so it’s more like, disagree. And I think that’s actually a healthy sign.  
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So, next, could you share with one of the most challenging cases you’ve come across as a 

consultant? 

All the time! I think in the work of change or transformation, our clients are challenging. Like, 

sometimes they don’t want to change. Or they say they want to change intellectually, but when it 

comes down to it, it’s very difficult to change behaviors and patterns of the way things that have 

worked very well in the past. So, even on a client example right now, it’s challenging, you know? 

Any time we have transformation, it’s challenging because we want them to be more open, to be 

more innovative, to allow each other to make mistakes so that they can innovate. They’re like, 

“No, we’ve been told, never make a mistake. Don’t fail, don’t fail, don’t fail.” And we’re saying, 

“It’s okay to fail.” And they’re like, “No, it’s not okay.” So, it’s challenging! It’s challenging to 

encourage people and bring them on a journey when they’re so set in their compensation and 

KPIs and their whole business has been oriented towards never making mistakes. And to make 

that shift is hard work. It’s emotionally, not just intellectually, it’s emotionally challenging. I 

think my team…I mean most of our clients, actually, are challenging. I mean they’re good 

people, I love our clients, but the context is often very challenging. So I tell my team…you know, 

when I worked at McKinsey, our clients were very challenging, but it was intellectually 

challenging. Now our work is not just intellectually challenging, it’s intellectually, emotionally, 

spiritually, relationally challenging. It requires a lot more of you than just your brain. You can 

have a brilliant solution, but if the client doesn’t come along then we have not been successful. 

So we have different measures of success. So it requires really, all of the person. And in 

transformation work, because you’re talking about hearts and people, their emotions, it touches 

on your own identity as a person, as a consultant. So you’re constantly being challenged in terms 
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of your own belief systems in a way that that the average job would never touch. It gets touched 

all the time here. Make them confront it, right? So it’s a different kind of work that we do.  

So, can I just check, is your organization very open in terms of a hierarchy? 

It’s flat. We have roles within projects, but that role could change with the next project. In that 

sense, we’re a consultancy where there’s no hierarchy.  

We’re actually trying to understand your leadership position in terms of like, your 

organization, so we have to see like, how you work within and how the rank structure 

works… 

We have different levels in the company, but they’re not reporting structures. They’re just levels 

for development. So we have like, consultant, we might have manager, we have an expert, we 

have a partner, a studio head, but they’re all for development and not for hierarchy. So like, the 

consultants don’t report to the manager, and vice versa.  

So it’s a very consultative process where if there’s a conflict or problem, everyone comes 

together? 

Yes. Maybe if there are a thousand people, we’ll have more structure, but when you’re a small 

company, I think too much hierarchy is a waste of time and energy.  

You’re very active on social media platforms, so could you tell us more about your online 

presence? 

I’m not so deliberate about it as it may seem! I’m on Twitter; I joined Instagram because my 

friends told me to, so that seemed fun; I’ve been on Facebook forever, and I’m on LinkedIn – I 

think that’s it, yeah. So the way that I think about online, this is in addition to our newsletters and 

our blogs for our company, so personally, my Facebook is very personal, but because I now have 
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followers who I don’t really know or I do speaking engagements and then they invite me to be a 

friend, so I’ve decided to change my Facebook a bit. So, I try to post things that every one can 

see in public that could be seen on the front page of a newspaper or in a magazine and I would be 

fine with it. That’s my criteria for what to post and what not to post, would I be okay to show 

that one the front cover of the news, or Straits Times, if okay, fine! And other things, in terms of 

my friends, that, I put private. So I’m actually careful with that. Twitter is really more for 

sharing of messages, so I consider Twitter a more professional social network, and Instagram is 

personal, again, private. I don’t really have a strategy, to be honest. I have no strategy. But for 

me Facebook and Instagram are very social, so I’m not really like, communicating to my 

followers in that sense, that’s why I’m surprised when you said I’m active. I’m like, “Really?” 

because I’m not really proactively communicating to my followers in the same sense of someone 

else who’s a social media blogger. I’m not. I don’t consider myself that. Like, Twitter, I’m not 

very active on Twitter. Twitter would be my main platform for communicating like, to my 

followers and I rarely use it. I tweet maybe once a week, not even. That’s why I don’t consider 

myself super active on social media when it comes to communicating to my followers. But I do 

on my Facebook, like, share my newsletter, in addition to sharing my photos of my travels, so 

it’s just part of my life. So I see it more as, “This is just what I’m up to today. This is what I 

thought was very cool. Oh hey! I get to speak at this event! Wow fun!” Right, but it’s not like, 

“These are the key messages I want you to take away today. These are your five messages today.” 

[Laughs] Whereas I see Instagram more like that. So, I guess, no strategy.  
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So do you feel like the Internet and social media has affected how you communicate as a 

leader?  

Yeah. I think because social media and how it’s been abused and especially, like, there’s so 

many companies looking at social media to evaluate people. It’s quite scary actually – it’s quite 

scary. Because of it, I’m more careful. So now my screen, you know, for Facebook I have these 

screens now, like personal screens about what I would post and what I would not post. And my 

father’s also on Facebook too right, so I post things that I feel are okay for my father to know, 

you know? But I think it’s healthy, to be honest. To be honest, I don’t think it’s so helpful for 

people…because people form impressions of you so quickly now, they base on social media, so 

you do have to manage “your public image” a bit more than I think you had to do before, in 2009. 

There’s pros and cons, but I’m a really optimistic person so I actually think it’s kind of cool 

because what it does [for me] as a leader is that it’s another channel or avenue to keep me in 

integrity with myself. You know what I mean? So if I’m behaving in a way that’s not at integrity, 

it’s so obvious and it’s so seen that it’s quite nice actually, because then I have greater pressure 

or greater desire to be in check. Because now no matter where I am, publicly, with you or with 

my staff, or in church, where ever, you know, I should always be at integrity with myself. 

Whereas it’s like you can’t hide, and I kind of like that, because I think when you’re really at 

integrity and you’re a whole person you should be okay, you should not have to hide, you should 

not have to have secrets. Having so many secrets lah, you have to exercise judgment on these 

things, but for the most part, what I say and what I do, I should be able to feel comfortable 

saying it. So I feel like, it’s okay; it’s good for a leader.  
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So, going back to your East-West idea, could you tell us something about the culture 

differences between working with the team here and with the team in the US? Is there a 

difference? 

Of course! Even among you guys, you’re different. Everyone is different! But cultural 

differences are very important in terms of educational – how people are educated. I’m still 

learning, and I’ve made a lot of mistakes because I didn’t realize all the cultural differences 

before, so for example, would you guys rather be scolded or would you rather ask for help?  

Probably ask for help. 

Whoa, you guys are quite unique. So, in my other team I was working with, a group of eight 

Singaporeans, maybe we have to ask in context, but I asked them all this question and it just 

dawned on me, “You know what? There’s a cultural difference here.” All of them, eight of them, 

said they would rather be scolded than ask for help in advance. So what they said is, if you, the 

manager/leader is giving me a task, I assume you know what I’m capable of, and that you’re 

giving me something that you know I’m capable of. So if you give me this task, and I’m unable 

to perform, I don’t want you to lose face by asking you for help and to explain. I think 

something’s wrong with me. I should be able to figure it out. So I will do my best, to figure it out 

and to do it, and if it’s not right, then I’m okay to be scolded. Resonate with you or no? But it 

was very interesting and it made me realize that, “Wow there’s actually quite big cultural 

differences in terms of the scolding culture and how Singaporeans, well not just Singaporeans, 

but a lot of Asian cultures, Confucian cultures, are raised that, you know, you’re always scolded, 

if you don’t get all As, if you get all As and one B, you get scolded on the B, and it’s not a very 

positive… it’s a critical culture, and that impacts people at work actually. And it really impacts 

their ability to take risks, to think outside the box, to be innovative. It also impacts systemic 
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thinking. So I find a difference in terms of people’s willingness to stretch and think differently, 

because in Asia you’re told if you speak up, you’re scolded and told, “Be quiet. Don’t speak up.” 

Whereas in, say, the US, or Western context, you ask, “Why? Why? Why do I have to eat now? 

Why do I have to do this? Why do I have to do that? Why? Why? Why?” That’s not considered 

rude, it’s considered curious. So it’s celebrated, and that means children grow up, and are much 

more critical-thinking, and being inquisitive is much more nurtured in a Western context. On the 

flipside, in East Asian cultures, people are, for the most part, more relational. So they actually 

understand how does everyone feel and are very conscious of how do they behave. Where I 

made mistakes, I didn’t fully understand all of the subtleties of what was happening. I went, “Oh, 

I thought that went great!” No, it didn’t go well. “But, he said…” No, it didn’t go well. And I’m 

like, “Oh, really?” So I think there’s a lot to learn from the Asian culture, which is, you don’t 

always have to be so direct, you can communicate very powerfully and even more powerfully 

not directly, whereas in the West there’s opportunities to learn that. So I think there are these 

differences, I don’t think one is better than the other, but I have to constantly adjust. So when I 

find disagreement or tension with my Singaporean team, I have to wonder, “Okay, what’s 

happening? Is there a different belief system? Is it a different set of assumptions?” And you 

know, honestly I don’t always think through that process, sometimes I just get frustrated, “Ahhh 

what’s going on? Explain to me why this is happening!” And sometimes I realize, oh, it’s 

cultural.  
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So in such a scenario where, let’s say the scolding example, you find that Singaporeans 

prefer scolding to help, whereas for you it’s like, you believe that help is the better answer, 

so do you guys come to a compromise?  

Yeah, so once you realize that a large part of it is communication right, once you understand why 

there’s a difference, then you say, “Oh great, now we understand.” So I’m going to say to you, 

I’m going to reframe it, because the thing that the person was trying to do was protect my face, it 

was about respect and culture, so I say, “ Okay, I’m going to feel really disrespected, because I 

actually like to help you and you don’t think that I’m adding value to you, so you don’t ask for 

my help. That makes me feel like you don’t value and honor the fact that I have experience in 

this area.” So by you asking me for help and input it makes me feel very special and it makes me 

feel that you are honoring and respecting my contribution. So then when you reframe it, then you 

allow the person to be true to their values and to you know, to what I believe so that he can come 

to a better outcome. So I did that to one of my guys and he was like, “Ohhhh. That makes sense.” 

And it was just speaking in his language. But sometimes, you know, you still go back to your old 

ways right?  

So will you come back and correct the person? 

Mm-hmm! It’s a continuous process, until it becomes a habit. But it has to become a habit for me, 

to be able to communicate it – so two ways. So it becomes a habit for me, and a habit for the 

other person, until it becomes a norm. So in our culture now, I think we’re still working on it 

actually. I don’t think it’s the norm yet.  
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So from your personal experience, do you feel like there are gender differences when it 

comes to leadership? 

Yes and no. All my answers are like that yeah? [Laughs] There’s no such thing as black and 

white answers when it comes to these topics. I think for the most part it depends on the culture 

you’re in. Certain countries have very big differences in gender: Japan, Korea, for example. So it 

just depends on the country. I think in Singapore it’s pretty okay in terms of gender differences, 

but I feel it becomes very company or organizational-specific, some industries or companies 

have much more. I think for the work that we do, in leadership, actually tends to be dominated 

by women. There are many women who are in leadership and coaching and training, it’s a more 

nurturing kind of role, so it seems to go well. In innovation space, probably more men, and in 

strategy, probably more men, so I think there’s different areas where you can see gender 

differences. I honestly feel that, personally, women naturally have more capacity to lead 

effectively and I say that because women are naturally more nurturing and caring and really 

develop and can see and have more intuition and more empathy around what’s happening usually, 

on average, compared to men. The challenge that women sometimes face is communication or 

the ability to assert a point of view, which is associated with leadership. Dominant – “Here’s my 

point of view. Come along!” And these tend to be more male, aggressive kind of traits, so I that’s 

where I think women kind of get shafted, because of some things that hold them back from 

speaking up. But some of the other softer qualities, I think women naturally have more than men, 

but men have more of the, I guess, harder, more tangible, visible qualities of a leader. So this is 

where I think you see differences. I think you need both between men and women because they 

complement each other very well actually. Like, I love actually working with men because I 

don’t want to wear the hat of a man and a woman, but you need both to be an effective leader.  
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So have you ever experienced gender stereotypes? 

Yeah, probably. I don’t really pay attention to them much, but I probably have. As a woman, I 

probably have been marginalized or I’ve been in conversations where they don’t listen to what I 

say, they listen to what the guy says, even when we say the same thing.  

So how do you overcome these stereotypes? 

One person at a time. Rarely do people mean to be offensive, you know, usually they don’t even 

realize it, so if they don’t realize it then you can understand where they’re coming from if it’s a 

cultural difference or whatever, because culturally, it happens. Think in the Middle East, for 

example, or many, many male-dominated cultures. In Korean culture, they’re not used to… they 

don’t have much experience; sometimes they don’t even look you in the eye. So, can I blame 

them for thousands of years of culture? No. So you just kind of use a different way of 

communicating or you take time, you get to know the person, they get to know you and if they 

see you add value, then they will respect you. Because I find that you have to pick your battles – 

some are worth fighting, some are not, and I think over time if you are able to communicate 

clearly, I don’t think you should back down either, because as a woman it’s important to stand 

your ground and to be thoughtful and provide insights and be valued and be thoughtful when you 

speak so I don’t think you should speak for the sake of speaking, and I think if you have content 

and you have something interesting to say then people will listen. Eventually. So while that one 

individual may not listen, but other people in the room will usually listen. At least, that has been 

my experience! 

Would you like to share with us something that you haven’t had the chance to share yet? 

I see huge shifts in culture in organizations where I think people are hungry for a new way of 

leading. So I think [your module] is a really relevant topic, and I’m hopeful to see your 
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generation doing projects like this because it means, wow, you would think this is such a boring 

topic right, I personally think it’s really exciting, but when I was your age I was like, 

“Leadership? What the heck is that?” No one even talked about that right? So the fact that you’re 

talking about it for me is a very hopeful sign that people are looking for new ways of leading. I 

think the whole global economic crisis was pointed to a lack of integrity and lack of values, or 

the wrong values being dominant, like greed, and you see kind of what devastation that it could 

create around the world just by a few people. And so, I guess if there was a message, or 

something that I would look forward to, it would be this generation being much more conscious 

and to live conscious lives and to be conscious in all areas, whether it’s purpose, whether it’s 

what they believe in, what they think is important and valuable, do they pursue them consciously 

and intentionally. And I think that if you live a life that is intentional, that, I think, plants the 

seeds to a meaningful and fruitful life, which is what everyone is looking for, and I think it starts 

with living with intention. So, that’s the start of leadership and the start of everything impactful 

and powerful in the world. It’s to be consciously intentional – so you have to be consciously 

intentional, maybe that would be the key message. 


