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Cultural and Network Intelligences:
The Twin Pillars in Leadership Development 
for the 21st Century Era of Global Business 
and Institutional Networks
by Prof. Ang Soon and Asst Prof. Ng Kok Yee

The SAF is at an exciting juncture of transforming itself to a cutting-edge, 
3G military force. As the SAF charges towards this vision, an imperative for the 
organisation is to equip its people with the requisite leadership capacities. Leadership 
development (LD) – the theme of this monograph, is therefore a critical process that 
will propel SAF towards its goals. Through the vivid and insightful reflection of the 
SAF’s journey to-date, the authors of this monograph have depicted how LD efforts 
in the SAF have evolved over the years as a result of the changing environment. 
More importantly, the authors have challenged the readers to think about that 
“certain kind of leadership”  that is needed in today’s environment – “one that is 
highly adaptive, innovative and able to cope well with uncertainty and change.” 
(para 1, p. 2).  

In this commentary, we would like to expound further on what it takes for 
leaders to be effective in today’s environment – marked by accelerated pace of change, 
increasing inter-connectivity and interdependence, as well as growing diversity 
amongst stakeholders. Against this backdrop, what are the hallmark qualities of 
an effective leader who can manage such complexities? Our research on leadership 
in the management domain has pointed to two key competencies for successful 
leadership in this environment – network intelligence and cultural intelligence.  

In response to the opportunities of the global market, businesses 
worldwide are forming strategic alliances with rivals, suppliers and customers 
from different parts of the world. Similarly, in response to the global threat of terrorism 
since Sept 11th, there is an urge for military forces and relevant agencies 
across the world to work together to fight this war. Despite the fundamental 
difference in the motivation to network, the implications for leadership 
are the same. Leaders operating in this context need to possess network 
intelligence, which refers to the ability to detect and work with the structure 
of existing networks to form and sustain coalitional teams. Networks can be 
formed internally within the organisation, such as networks of individuals or 
departmental units, or externally with other organisations. 
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Cultural and Network Intelligences: The Twin Pillars in Leadership Development 
for the 21st Century Era of Global Business and Institutional Networks

Network intelligence requires the leader to have a good mental map 
of existing networks, their configurations, goals, and resources. Without 
being cognizant of existing networks and their characteristics, the leader will not 
be able to strategically position him or herself in the network to contribute to, or 
leverage on the complementarities of the parties involved. Besides the knowledge 
component, the leader with network intelligence also needs to possess exceptional 
relational skills to manage the relationships in the network. Promoting trust and 
safety in the relationships is a key factor to ensuring timely access to accurate, 
high quality information. Without trust in the network, there is less honest 
and forthcoming information exchange amongst parties, leading to less 
knowledge sharing and creation, and thus, restricting the potential benefits offered 
by networks. 

Going hand in hand with network intelligence is another form of capability 
– cultural intelligence. Cultural intelligence refers to the ability of the individual to 
adapt effectively to the culture of different nations, organisations, and professions. 
Given that networks can consist of parties from other units from the organisation, or 
even other organisations from other countries, the ability to lead effectively in a setting 
comprising diverse and unfamiliar cultural values is important. Understanding and 
adapting to a different cultural context, be it national, organisational or professional, 
can be a challenge because we are guided by our own set of values to think and 
behave in a certain way. To embrace another person’s way of thinking or behaving 
requires us to step out of the familiarity and safety of our comfort zone. As a result, 
many cross-cultural interactions fail as a result of a failure to understand, and to 
adapt to cultural differences. 

Cultural intelligence consists of four components: knowledge, 
strategy, behavior, and motivation. Culturally intelligent leaders possess 
knowledge about how cultures differ in their values, and how such differences 
impact behavior. Having an accurate understanding removes wrong judgments 
often placed on people from a different cultural context, and enables the leader 
to foster a global and open mindset to learn from people of various cultures. 
However, since there is a limit to how much cultural knowledge one can learn, 
another important component of cultural intelligence is strategy – the ability to 
perceive, interpret and develop plans in an unfamiliar environment. Having such 
strategies allow the leader to size up the situation and discern the often subtle, yet 
important dynamics in the situation, followed by appropriate plans of actions to 
manage the situation. 
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In executing one’s plans of actions, the culturally intelligent leaders need to 
have a range of behavioral skills which they can choose from and exhibit, as the 
situation calls for it.  This is particularly important for managing interpersonal 
relations, where norms for interaction and leadership may be quite different. Finally, 
throughout the entire process, the leader must possess motivation - the desire and 
confidence to adapt to the different cultural context. Without motivation, the 
leader is likely to give up easily when faced with problems, or avoid cross-cultural 
situations in the future. Conversely, the motivated leader is more resilient to setbacks 
and challenges, and as a result, more likely to learn from the experiences to hone 
in his/her cross-cultural leadership skills. 

In striving to become a 3G military force that is agile and adaptive, SAF 
must cultivate in its leaders the capacity to network (both internally and externally) 
and to manage complex relationships arising from diverse cultural contexts. 
The development of network and cultural intelligence requires the long-term 
commitment and resolve of both the organisation and its people.   As LTC Chan and 
his colleagues aptly pointed out, both system and spirit are essential to LD in SAF. 
Any LD system implemented without the ‘Spirit’ will not sustain; conversely, LD 
with the ‘Spirit’ but not anchored on sound principles and rigorous research will be 
limited in its impact. For the SAF, this means investing in the research, development, 
and implementation of LD programs that will systematically and effectively hone 
in leaders’ required competencies. For the leaders, this means cultivating an open 
mindset that is both forward- and outward-looking, a hunger for learning, and an 
adventurous spirit to experiment with new things. 

In conclusion, we have enjoyed and benefited greatly from this monograph 
on the LD efforts in the SAF, and we applaud the SAF’s goal and commitment 
to develop its leaders for today’s global environment. We wish the SAF continued 
success in its journey toward a highly effective and reputed military force.

by COL Tan Chuan-Jin

My ideas and views on leadership are certainly not as comprehensive and well 
articulated as that laid out in the SAF Leadership Framework.  Nonetheless, I hope, 
in this short note, to share my views on leadership and to draw on my personal 
experiences in my various command appointments. 
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When I was Commanding Officer of 3rd Guards, my Strategy Map for 
the Battalion showed values to be the bedrock of all we did and along with this, 
“Leadership” and “Developing Effective Leaders” formed the foundations.  Indeed, 
as a Nation, and as an Armed Force, our greatest resource is our people.  And the 
most important component of our people is our leaders.  

Being effective and efficient managers do not qualify us as leaders.  Neither 
does being a commander.  Our ability to achieve the mission in itself is not sufficient 
evidence of being a leader. 

We are leaders only if we, 

- Inspire 
- Provide Clarity and Direction
- Build Teams
- Develop New Leaders
- are Grounded in Values 

Leaders inspire others to follow, to share in a vision and to strive forward 
together.  How a leader does it depends on his style.  Some do so because of their 
charisma, and others, because of their passion and conviction.  Our ability to inspire 
is the effect that leads on to the desired outcomes.  The means can be varied. 

I am not sure if I was particularly inspirational in my various commands.   
But I do know that I often tried to do so by articulating and building up a shared 
vision of what we believed in and how we saw ourselves as we sought to realize that 
vision.  Importantly, I felt that I had to relate what we did, and what we believed 
in to the larger frame of where we fitted into the SAF and even Singapore at large.  
I found this important not simply from the perspective of providing greater clarity 
and direction but to give meaning to what we do. 

In the Battalion, it was critical to relate how our responsibilities as commanders 
led to the SAF’s larger objectives.  As Commander of the Humanitarian Assistance 
Support Group during Operation Flying Eagle (OFE), it was vital that my 
commanders and staff understood the strategic imperatives so that we could fully 
appreciate the importance and enormity of our mission.  In so doing, we could 
understand why certain decisions were taken and why operations were shaped in 
a particular way.  This understanding provided clarity amidst uncertainties and 
competing demands. It served to reassure and build confidence.  It also served to 
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inspire and motivate when people were able to see beyond the immediate goals, 
and, that higher objectives were being met.

In many ways, I see a leader helping to make sense, establish common 
understanding, forge a shared vision and provide directions.  He builds processes 
and he leads the team to attain the desired outcomes.  Having shared vision and 
perspectives are important because with greater “buy in”, inspiration will come 
from within the team, and not just the leader alone. 

Clarity and direction also ensures that we do not waste precious time and 
resources wandering too far off the beaten path.  It is very easy to get stuck at the 
“events level” and forget about the larger picture and what we were really trying 
to achieve.  By establishing a clear train of thought, and using it as a guide and 
check, it allows us to stay focused on what is important and it shapes how we 
do things.  While in the Battalion, once we were clear of our desire to build an 
operationally ready Battalion, we carried out more live firing exercises and FIBUA 
or “fighting in built-up area” training than were normally required.  Given that 
our Battle Evaluation Exercise was conducted overseas, we were not being very 
“exam smart” by conducting FIBUA missions during our various build-up training. 
But we believed that it was the right emphasis and a correct thing to do.  During 
OFE, there were multiple tasks that we could have carried out.  However, with the 
understanding of our strategic and operational frame and parameters, we were able 
to ensure relevant application of capabilities and helped everyone to stay focused 
to achieve the desired effects. 

Establishing shared vision and beliefs also helps guide how we manage moral 
dilemmas and challenges in day to day activities.  This is important because values 
remain the cornerstone of the SAF.  

Leaders need to be strong and decisive, but yet must be able to create an 
environment where people and the team can grow.  Only then can leaders lay the 
foundations and create capacities for the future.  A leader does this by building up 
the team and developing the next generation of leaders.  He does this by deliberately 
giving space and time for others to grow and develop.  This requires considerable 
time and effort. It requires much personal emotions and energy.  It requires the 
leader to care enough. Developing the team would also ensure that one leverages 
on the collective will and wisdom of all.

When I was serving as a Commanding Officer, it was clear to me that my 
“legacy” would not be what my team and I achieved during the two years that I 
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was there.  It was how the Battalion would look several years down the road during 
their ORNS period.  It was how my commanders developed as leaders.  Even in my 
present staff capacity as ACGS (Plans), my responsibilities extend to, apart from 
planning and growing the Army for the present and the future, whether I help 
develop my staff officers and branch heads so that they become more effective and 
better commanders and leaders on their own right. 

Every activity, every crisis has the potential to be a learning experience.  It is 
one thing to share about the concepts of leadership, values, etc.  It is another to live 
through events and at the same time to learn from them actively.  I try to make it a 
point to use events and activities to share on my thinking and rationale for dealing 
with them in particular ways.  As an example, I made an error in judgement towards 
the end of OFE and on realizing it, I felt it important to share with my team on 
where and why I had erred and what it meant in terms of the way we approached 
things.  That particular event served as a vehicle to teach and share.  Often, such 
events can also serve as vehicles for a leader to examine how one’s values are applied 
in complex and grey areas.

Because of the impact that leaders have, leaders must be strongly values-based 
so that the direction and character of the organisation and its people are on the right 
course.  And particularly because we are in the military where we are responsible 
for both the taking of and preservation of lives, leaders must be strongly grounded 
on values.  Our responsibilities are to safeguard our nation and our people.  What 
we do and why we do what we do must be above our own self-serving ambitions 
and vanity. 

We must strive to do the right things and do them right.  I have found it 
useful to remind myself why I serve.  Are we doing what we are doing because it 
would further our own cause or because we believe that this is good and right for 
the SAF and for our Nation?

However, it is also clear to me that things are never only in black and white.  
We often operate where there are various shades of gray.  I am quite particular that 
where it can be misconstrued, I try and make it a point to explain to my team the 
reasons and rationale.  It is not because I need to justify what I do but because as 
a leader, I am a role model and misperceptions of my actions can impact on those 
who serve with me.  We cannot afford for our followers to become disillusioned 
and cynical because of misunderstandings.  Apart from clarifying values in action, 
by having our own internal conversations and reflecting on our own thoughts and 
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actions, we are also helping to develop our people to be better leaders in their own
right, and to calibrate their values-moral compass. 

Conclusion

To me, leadership is more an art and less a science. What we seek to do 
through our leadership development efforts is to clarify and identify the essence 
of what leadership is about, its qualities etc.  We seek to systemise the approach 
to leadership development and create the conditions for growing our leaders. 
Learning Organisation ideas such as visioning, and personal mastery are meant 
to play an important role in the process, and indeed, they have served to do that 
successfully.

However, without the heart, spirit and soul of leaders playing a part in this 
developmental process to inspire and breathe life into new leaders, it would be just a 
production line for effective and efficient managers and commanders.  There will be 
those with innate natural qualities that will respond to these processes and become 
fine leaders in their own right.  But developing leaders cannot be left to chance.   
Only when leaders themselves play an active role in this process, be it directly and 
indirectly, can the leadership development effort take flight.  Only then can we 
grow generations of leaders to continue to safeguard and protect our nation. 

SAF Leadership Development: 
An Initiative Whose Time Has Come
By COL Goh Teck Seng

I recall a recurring refrain in HRM (Human Resource Management) 101 in 
my third year at university that the least important word, insofar as bridging the 
affective divide in any collectivity of individuals was concerned, was the pronoun “I” 
and the most important word, the pronoun “we”.   Yet in leadership development, 
the leader in the singular “I” needs to be given both accent and ascendancy over 
the collective “we”.  Can the leader be the affective bridge if he is at once distinct 
and distinguished from the masses?  The answer depends on how the leader in 
“I” defines himself, whether as the elitist, anointed chieftain on high horseback, 
or as the egalitarian steward of a following of men with whom he enjoys a social 
compact of mutual trust.


	Pages from System&Spirit1.pdf
	Pages from System&Spirit-3

