
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

RISING	WITH	THE	MACHINES	
How	AI	is	Reshaping	Leadership	

	

  

ith the advent and increasing prominence of AI, 

business leaders may need to re-examine or 

change the way they lead to stay ahead and 

thrive.	

 

The role of a business leader has undergone much 

transformation over the years. It has gradually evolved 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 be able to identify mega 

trends and new technological developments that can 

transform lives radically and incorporate these advances in 

the company’s products and workplace. 

 

McKinsey & Company1 defines Artificial Intelligence (AI) as 

the intelligence of a machine to perform cognitive functions 

similar to our human minds, which includes problem-

solving, learning, reasoning, perceiving, and interacting 

with the environment. In recent years, AI has been 

increasingly used to solve business problems, specifically 

through autonomous motor vehicles, robotics, computer 

vision, virtual agents and machine learning. Without a 

doubt, AI has arrived and it is imperative for CEOs to 

consider its business implications. 

 

According to Andrew McAfee, principal research scientist at 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)2, many 

executives are still underestimating the speed, scope, and 

scale of disruption that AI will bring. In fact, AI has and is 
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rapidly disrupting the very nature of how companies are structured and run. In 

this context, business leadership is undergoing a fundamental shift. The 

increasing complexity of today’s VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity and 

Ambiguity) world has made the industrial-era leadership model of command 

and control obsolete.  

	

While hard leadership qualities such as deep domain experience and short-

term task focus may be eclipsed by smart machines, an evidence-based study 

by DDI3 concluded that leaders are not only here to stay, but are becoming 

more important in the era of AI. 

 

Against this background, the following skills will contribute to and play key 

role in a more agile-type of leadership in the age of AI. 

	
§ Clarity of Thought Amid Change 

 

PwC’s 2017 Annual CEO Survey4 indicated that 93% of CEO respondents 

stressed the importance of having clear corporate purpose that is reflected in 

its values, culture and behaviours. Without it, organisations will struggle to 

find and keep the talent they need. Rapid technology and business model 

disruption may inevitably result in less clarity about where a company should 

be headed, the actions it should take, and the reasons why. There is also no 

doubt that this change has become more accelerated and complex in recent 

years. 

 

Articulating a compelling vision that will attract talent and customers, staying 

true to that vision, and driving the culture that facilitates that vision are deeply 

human skills that will make leaders more essential than ever. Paul Robson, 

President of Adobe Asia Pacific, believes that successful and authentic leaders 

must have a vision; they lead by daring to disrupt and drive new ideas to scale 

the business. In the same vein, Tan Choon Seng, the former Chief Executive 

Officer of Wearnes Group, acknowledges that good leaders must be clear in 

their thoughts, plans and objectives, and effective in the way they 

communicate them. 
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§ Curiosity and Empathy 

 

In the rapidly-changing VUCA environment, knowing what you do not know 

can be as valuable as what you know. Leaders in the age of AI need to be 

willing to learn and be open to seeking input from within as well as outside of 

their organisations. In other words, leaders should find and create 

opportunities to interact and mingle with employees across all levels, from the 

ground staff to that of their management peers. 

 

Seah Kian Peng, Chief Executive Officer of NTUC FairPrice, believes that 

talking to customers is just as critical as they provide valuable feedback and 

perspectives. He also makes a point to engage various business partners and 

tries to establish and build lasting and mutually-beneficial relationships. 

Likewise, Stephen McNulty, President Asia Pacific & Japan of Micro Focus, 

acknowledges that a significant part of his role involves trying to understand a 

variety of regional factors such as customers, partners, economic and political 

indicators, employee base, operational indicators, and more – to predict 

where they, as a company, should place their bets for future growth.  

 

§ The Ability to Simplify 

 

In today’s fast-changing environment, business leaders need to be 

comfortable with ambiguity and constant change. They also have the 

challenging task of simplifying and clarifying things for the team so that they 

can move on with absolute certainty. Abhishek Bhatia, Chief Executive Officer 

of FWD Insurance Singapore, argues that today’s leaders must not be fearful 

of or resist change to protect their current business models with an old-

fashioned “information is power” approach, especially when the world is 

getting increasingly connected and tech-savvy. Similarly, Ross Pollack, Chief 

Human Resources Officer of Lionsgate, stresses the importance of having a 

strong HR leadership cadre that can anticipate the future as well as be 

responsive to opportunities and disruptions that arise on a regular basis. 

 

The ability to withstand both ambiguity and certainty will be the differentiator 

between effective leaders and the less effective ones. When a situation 

warrants, leaders must not be afraid to confront challenges with a focus on 

learning and commit to a new course of action. In this context, Chu Swee 

Yeok, CEO & President of EDBI believes that a nimble and flexible 

organisation that seeks constant learning is crucial to operate and grow in 

today’s increasingly complex environment. 
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§ Staying Engaged (and Human) 

 

Soft skills will play an instrumental role in the volatile era of AI. Besides 

possessing the hard science of industry and product knowledge, competitive 

analysis and adherence to corporate governance requirements, the modern-

day leader needs to demonstrate the highest standards of integrity, 

adaptability, flexibility and agility to respond quickly to changing business 

environments. A leader must remain constantly engaged with the 

environment to attune and adapt effectively. 

 

Eric Yves Mahe, CEO of Kodakit, acknowledges that today’s workforce is 

wired very differently and have thus changed the way teams operate. With 

these changes, leaders need to be fast, nimble, and understand how to 

engage remote teams to be a step ahead at all times. NTUC FairPrice’s Seah 

adds that the forms of engagement have also evolved, especially with the 

advent of social media such as Facebook, which provides yet another form of 

engagement with colleagues, customers and business associates alike.  
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Gaining a Competitive Advantage with AI 

 

Leadership is multi-dimensional and complex. It involves building trust, 

empathy and communication. These cannot be mastered by AI now or in the 

foreseeable future3. AI should hence be leveraged as a supplement to a 

leader’s role and not as a substitute. As AI continues to converge with 

advanced design thinking, visualisation, and collaboration, organisations need 

to shift from a primary focus on process efficiency to decision-management 

effectiveness5.  

 

This shift requires leaders to create a culture of continuous improvement and 

learning. Leaders will need to establish a clarity of thought, be curious and 

empathetic, demonstrate the ability to simplify, and remain constantly 

engaged with the changing environment. Ultimately, a leader who is authentic 

and embodies integrity, conviction and passion will naturally draw loyal talent. 
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