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Tan Choon Seng is no stranger to mergers and acquisitions, 
having been an employee of takeover targets thrice in his 
career, and emerging as a leader each time. An accountant by 
training, he has extensive senior executive experience in 
finance, sales, marketing, operations, strategy and business 
development in the audit & tax, information technology, 
engineering & oil services, automotive and property industries. 
These experiences have helped him develop and refine his 
leadership approaches in the different phases of his career.  
 
Mr Tan was previously Vice President (Customer Solutions 
Group) and Managing Director of Hewlett-Packard Southeast 
Asia, a post he held from June 2002 when Hewlett-Packard 
acquired Compaq. He served as the Vice President and 
Managing Director for the ASEAN region of Compaq 
Computer Asia between June 1999 and June 2002. Under his 
charge, the combined Hewlett-Packard-Compaq Southeast 
Asia enterprise business saw a turnover of US$1.8 billion and 
was the group’s top performing region in terms of financial 
performance for 20 successive quarters. 
 
Since taking the helm as Group Chief Executive Officer at 
Singapore-listed conglomerate WBL Corporation Limited 
(Wearnes) in December 2004, Mr Tan has doubled the firm’s 
market capitalisation and led the streamlining of the its 
diverse businesses of more than 100 entities into four core 
businesses: technology, automotive, property and engineering 
& distribution. The 106-year-old group is today stronger and 
more focused, achieving record profits in the 2010 and 2011 
financial years.  
 

In Technology, Wearnes’ majority-owned, NASDAQ listed unit, Multi-Fineline Electronix, Inc (MFLEX), 
is one of the few global firms able to provide seamless, integrated, end-to-end solutions for quick-turn 
prototypes through high volume production. In automotive, Wearnes represents 11 world-renowned 
brands with operations throughout the region: Bentley, BMW, Bugatti, Infiniti, Jaguar, Land Rover, 
Mazda, McLaren, Renault, Volkswagen, and Volvo. Wearnes’ property business is mainly in China. Its 
current projects include a high-end residential project on a strategically located 319,364 sq m site in 
Chengdu, and a prime mixed-used commercial-residential property with a total built-up area of more 
than 300,000 sq m in Shenyang. Its Engineering & Distribution division consists of systems integrator 
O’Connor’s, as well as Wearnes’ sand mining, building materials, LPG and equipment distribution 
businesses. For more information, please visit www.wearnes.com. 
 
 

Leadership Advisory Inc. recently caught up with Mr Tan. 
 

http://www.wearnes.com/
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Leadership Advisory: You have successfully led and managed multi-
billion-dollar conglomerates. What drives you on the job? 
 
Tan Choon Seng: What drive me on the job are the thrills of achievement 
and the knowledge of having done right for the company under any 
circumstance.  The bible verse to ‘always act justly, love mercy and walk 
humbly’ is something I believe in and try to live by. The other would be to 
always lead a life with the right blend of emotional and spiritual stability 
which will usually lead to a more meaningful life. 

Wearnes Automotive, a leading regional premium automotive distributor, represents 11 
marques in 5 countries, including McLaren in Singapore. 
 
 
Leadership Advisory: How do you as a CEO cope with the speed and 
complexity of the rapid changes through in recent years? 

 
Tan Choon Seng: It is important for a CEO to enrich himself with new 
learning, fresh perspectives and innovative ideas, as part of the 
rejuvenation process to enable him to run the company better.  

 
I take advantage of every opportunity to learn as much as possible. I look 
and learn from my peers, my seniors and even my subordinates. And I am 
never afraid to ask questions or ask for help.  I have a very able team that I 
can delegate work. 

 
I’ve had the privilege of working alongside many talented, dynamic 
individuals, some of whom I’ve sought out as my mentors. I’m inspired by 
their thought leadership, business acumen and conduct and often try to 
learn from them and emulate them.  

 
No doubt that change has become more rapid and complex in recent years, 
but to me, the principles of the 21st century leader remain the same: to have 
clarity and commitment, to be a good communicator and to have proper 
processes and a deep sense of accountability. 
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Leadership Advisory: Asia is poised to drive the world’s economic 
growth in the wake of global uncertainty. Do you think this growth is still 
sustainable in Asia? 
 
Tan Choon Seng: The fall in global consumer demand as a result of the 
uncertainty in the Eurozone has had some impact on Asia. However, 
economic growth in Asia will continue, albeit at a slower pace. The 
relatively more stable economic environment in the region will also 
continue to draw international investors looking for a safe haven to park 
their funds. The domestic markets in Asia are buoyed by increasing 
affluence and sustained demand for luxury items such as automobiles and 
homes, and technological advances that drive demand for more consumer 
electronics such as smartphones and handheld tablets. Wearnes remains 
geared up to tap growth in these markets. 

 
 

Wearnes’ systems integrator unit O’Connor’s harnesses technology for its  
RFID-tagged medical equipment. 

Leadership Advisory: What do you foresee being the 
biggest challenges for the firm in particular over the 
medium term? How do you plan to address them? 

 
Tan Choon Seng:  The Group faces economic uncertainty, 
rising labour costs, increased competition and a talent 
crunch. However, our business strategies have enabled us 
to grow our businesses, while mitigating costs and 
optimising operational efficiencies with stringent 
management processes. 

 
 

Leadership Advisory: What is your approach towards 
management and leadership? 

 
Tan Choon Seng: I think it is very important to work hard 
without being blindly ambitious. Hard work and tireless 
effort will lead to performance which will be recognised. 
Always have a good learning attitude and be open to learn 
from everyone – be it seniors or juniors. I learn much by 
talking with people from different levels in the 
organisation. I also learn a lot from my two children on how 
to connect with the younger generation. 

 
I’m a strong advocator of accountability leadership, and I believe that 
leaders should ensure that what is planned gets executed. Results will only 
follow if the team has a clear and common goal, proper planning, efficient 
processes and seamless execution.  
 
I am just as methodical when it comes to managing my schedule, and I 
organise my waking moments in blocks, usually going by a week at a time. 
For me, having work-life balance is important and I always make it a point 
to prioritise and have time with family, friends and myself. I believe that all 
leaders should endeavour to have balanced time for family, work, 
networking and personal quiet and reflective moments, so that they can 
energise themselves to lead their teams effectively for the long haul.    
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Leadership Advisory: How has the role of a leader evolved over the last 
few years, especially during these times of economic uncertainty? 

 
Tan Choon Seng: The business environment of today is characterised by 
rapid technological advancements. We are bombarded by information 
overload from many fronts and we now have connectivity 24/7 across the 
globe. What happens in the Eurozone will impact the rest of the world, 
including Asia. However, we are also seeing the rise of the twin Asian super 
powers – China and India. Emerging markets like Myanmar, Vietnam and 
Brazil are gaining momentum as the next manufacturing centres of the 
world.  

 
The role of the leader has evolved over the years from a passive, top down 
approach with a focus on internal controls and compliance, to one that 
requires strategic intelligence for business decisions, and a robust 
infrastructure for finance, risk management and corporate governance.  
The leader must also be able to identify mega trends and new technological 
developments that can transform lives radically and embrace these in the 
company’s products and workplace. 

 

Shenyang Orchard Summer Palace 
 
 
Besides possessing the hard science of industry and product knowledge, 
competitive analysis and adherence to corporate governance requirements, 
the modern day leader needs to have soft skills, which include having the 
highest standards of integrity, adaptability, flexibility and agility to respond 
quickly to changing business environment. S/he must be entrepreneurial 
and have a global outlook, and just as importantly, good communication 
skills.  
 
For me, it is paramount that a leader understands and knows his ‘True 
North’ – his internal compass of cherished values, passions, motivations, as 
well as his personal connection with the Higher Order - that defines the 
purpose of his leadership. A leader who is authentic and embodies integrity, 
conviction and passion will naturally draw loyal followers.   
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The leader’s role today is multi-faceted. As a change agent, a business 
strategist, visionary and motivator all rolled into one, the leader must be 
flexible enough to see the underlying drivers of a situation and find an 
ethical solution. From the back room to the front room, the leader must 
hold the team together and in this case, a shared vision, core values, 
processes and accountability become all the more important. 
 
 
Leadership Advisory: The need to tap emerging market talent is 
perceived to be more acute now, as global firms focus their hopes for 
growth in these markets. How do you identify and develop your leadership 
talents? 
 
Tan Choon Seng: Clarity of thought. This is the first trait I look for. A good 
leader must be clear in his/her thoughts, plans and objectives, and also be 

able to communicate all of 
these effectively. 
 
A leader also has to be 
enthusiastic and committed to 
excellence. People are more 
receptive to individuals with 
passion and dedication in their 
work. A leader must also 
understand and be mindful of 
work processes. Integrity is 
another critical trait a leader 
must have. A leader without 
integrity is like a house built 
on sand. In order to lead, you 
need to live life with honesty 
and integrity. When you “walk 
the talk”, it earns you the right 
to have responsibility over 
others. 

Wearnes’ Technology businesses are riding on mega 
trends which indicate growing demand for high tech 
gadgets. 

 
Members of my executive team are rewarded based on a system of 
performance indicators. They are also put on executive management 
courses which are beneficial to their day-to-day operations of our business 
divisions. 

 
 

Leadership Advisory: Increasingly, global firms are also working to 
ensure continuity in their senior leadership talents. How do you manage 
leadership succession so that the next generation leaders are prepared for 
their challenges? 

 
Tan Choon Seng: Indeed, ensuring continuity in senior leadership talents 
is a very real challenge in companies all around the world. At Wearnes, I 
lead the Group Management Council comprising myself and the heads of 
the core businesses in the Group, in driving the company’s vision, mission 
and corporate strategy. We have in place a succession planning system  
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from middle management and up, and are constantly on a look-out to 
recruit external talents who will add to our management bench-strength. 
 
Wearnes also have a Management Trainee Programme that inducts 
talented fresh university graduates from Singapore and overseas to take on 
future management roles in Wearnes. The management trainees receive 
broad-based training that involves job rotations locally and overseas, for a 
period of 12 months before a permanent posting. So far, we’ve had trainees 
hailing from Singapore, China and Vietnam.  

 
 

Leadership Advisory: Is there anything about you that your staff or 
friends may not know? 

 
Tan Choon Seng: I grew up with humble beginnings in a kampong in 
Serangoon. I was an active member of the Red Cross Society for six years 
during my school days and spent many weekends volunteering at children 
convalescence homes and orphanages. My desire to care and help the 
underprivileged continues till this day. 

.  
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