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The Singapore Economic Development Board (EDB) is the lead government 
agency for planning and executing strategies to enhance Singapore’s position as 
a global business center. EDB dreams, designs and delivers solutions that 
create value for investors and companies in Singapore. Its mission is to create 
for Singapore, sustainable economic growth with vibrant business and good job 
opportunities. EDB’s “Host to Home” strategy articulates how it is positioning 
Singapore for the future. It is about extending Singapore’s value proposition to 
businesses not just to help them improve their bottom line, but also to help them 
grow their top line through establishing and deepening strategic activities in 
Singapore to drive their business, innovation and talent objectives in Asia and 
globally. 
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thought leadership 
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reporting results from 
the research project. 
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involved interviews with 
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executives view the 
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industries organizations, 
and themselves as 
leaders 5 to 10 years in 
the future, and what 
actions they are taking 
today to prepare. 
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reviewed and released by the 
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LCF: 

How do you see the opportunities and 
challenges for Singapore in the next five to 
ten years? 

Leo Yip: 

The major backdrop against which we 
see our opportunities over the next five 
to ten years and beyond, would be the 
growth of Asia. How do we best 
capitalize on this growth – from here in 
Singapore? 

In today’s world economy, Asia presents 
huge opportunities. It is not just one or 
even a few economies that are 
experiencing this growth, it is “pan-
Asian.” China is leading the way, 
followed by Southeast Asia and, of 
course, India. 

LCF: 

You’re right at the center of gravity. 

Leo Yip: 

We are indeed right in the center of this 
fast-growing Asia. How do we best ride 
this growth and leverage the 
opportunities that are emerging? How do 
we position ourselves in the eyes of 
global companies from Europe and the 
Americas wishing to grow in Asia, and 
also of Asian companies looking to 
expand internationally? 

As a result of Asia’s prosperity and the 
rapidly expanding markets in Asia, Asian 
companies now have the aspiration, the 
chance to rise up to a scale, and the 
means to develop their capabilities to go 
global. 

So we constantly think about how we can 
add value both for global companies 
looking to penetrate the Asian market 
and for Asian companies wishing to 
expand beyond it. This builds on the 
strengths that Singapore has been 
developing over the last few decades, as 
an economy and as a nation. 

We’ve been deliberately developing 
Singapore as a business-friendly and 
strategic location, and this has worked well 
for us. In the early days of economic 
development in this region, Singapore was 
a popular location for off-shore 

manufacturing. Then it moved up the value 
ladder. Today, I think we can consider 
ourselves a global business city: global 
business is conducted here according to 
international standards. We have a global 
business infrastructure, with a good 
representation of multinationals. We 
understand the global economy, and we 
understand Asia – a rising Asia. 

So how do we bring the two together? 
We see the confluence of global and 
Asian presenting a whole new set of 
opportunities for positioning Singapore as 
a global/Asian interface. 

A company that just wants to grow in the 
Chinese market would probably be better 
off establishing itself in Shanghai or Hong 
Kong. But a global company – a 
multinational from Europe or the 
Americas, for example – wishing to grow 
across all of Asia, or pan-Asia, needs a 
strategic business location that can be a 
strong base for the entire region. Asia 
has moved from being a production base 
to a market in its own right - a market of 3 
billion people. 

To grow and innovate in Asia, however, 
you first need to understand Asian markets 
and consumers, before translating that 
knowledge into the development of 
products, services and solutions that will 
be commercialized in Asia for Asia. 
Companies may need to look for one, two 
or three strategic locations. 

Increasingly, companies are finding that 
a constraint to growth – or, conversely, 
an enabler of growth – is talent. It’s not 
just about recruiting or accessing talent, 
but also about being in a place where 
you can develop talent, whether it’s 
Europeans needing a deeper 
understanding of Asia, Asians wishing to 
raise their level of corporate 
understanding, or companies deploying 
talent across the whole Asian region. 
Because of Singapore’s focus on human 
capital development over the years, it 
has acquired a position of strength and 
capability in this field. 

So I would say that business, innovation 
and talent are the three key areas in 
which Singapore should continue to build 
capabilities that are valuable to global 
companies. 
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LCF: 

Listening to you, I only hear 
opportunities. But what are the 
challenges? What will make it difficult for 
you to achieve your pan-Asian ambition? 

Leo Yip: 

Firstly, how do we present Singapore in a 
unique way that distinguishes it from other 
cities. 

One or two other cities also have similar 
aspirations. So how do we differentiate 
and distinguish ourselves? That’s a key 
challenge. The capabilities we build here, 
our policies, the environment that we 
offer, how do we maintain our position? 
That’s a challenge. 

LCF: 

If Singapore goes low cost, it’s no longer 
your selling argument, and if you want to 
share the wealth, then you need to 
ensure it’s with all the inhabitants. 

Leo Yip: 

Exactly. Generating growth and sharing 
the fruits of growth are two separate 
challenges. They are related, and they 
are challenges that we have to manage. 
Though in a way, this is a good problem 
to have. We’d rather be growing wealth 
and figuring out how to distribute it so 
that everyone gets a slice of the pie, than 
be shrinking. 

LCF: 

If I look behind you, I see all these high 
rise buildings that were not there ten 
years ago. They all need staff. They bring 
in some people from the West, of course, 
but also from across Asia. But you also 
want a large proportion of opportunities 
for local people. 

Leo Yip: 

Absolutely. But they should also know 
the region better. So we are doing that. 
Our education system reflects exactly 
what you said. How do we build our 
human capital and continually take that 
system, at a system level, to the next 
stage of achievement? 

So today our universities are gaining 
ground in global rankings. That is one 
manifestation. At the same time, we are 

trying to attract the global best to 
Singapore to partner with local 
universities. Recently, we partnered with 
Duke University from the US to set up a 
new medical school and brought in 
Imperial College to set up another one, so 
we now have both European and 
American models of medical schools. 

We’re doing this across the disciplines. 
For example, we have also just partnered 
with Yale to set up a liberal arts college. 
We are trying to achieve global levels by 
bringing in global best partners.  

But we have blazed our own trail when it 
comes to building capability in leadership 
development, leveraging Asian 
understanding and global thought 
leaders.  

We need to create new content, build 
curriculum and put together programs 
that companies will find valuable, so that 
they bring their talent from the rest of the 
world to Singapore to develop their 
understanding of Asia and grow their own 
Asian talent pipeline. We think Singapore 
is a good place to do that. 

LCF: 

These are all of your ambitious plans, but 
aren’t you limited by the amount of land 
available? You’re small. How will you 
deal with that? 

Leo Yip: 

That’s an excellent question to which we 
have to find answers. But I think over the 
years, we’ve always believed that if we 
plan ahead and plan holistically, we can 
optimize. We have a very systematic 
approach to land planning. Every few 
years we have a concept land planning 
exercise involving the whole government. 
During these sessions, we look together 
at demand and supply for land, and work 
out how to optimize them. In other words: 
What do we want to or not want to use 
the land for? So we’re making decisions 
about value generation and the kinds of 
economic activities we want to promote.  

Optimizing land use is critical. It may 
mean, for example, increasing existing 
three-story buildings to 30 stories; 
rebuilding low-rise industrial parks; or 
moving the port somewhere else, away 
from its current position in the center. 
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LCF: 

Can you copy what’s been done in 
Rotterdam? Create a whole new piece of 
land reclaimed from the sea? 

Leo Yip: 

That’s something that we’ve been 
thinking about, because relocating the 
port further west, would free up a large 
tract of land nearer the city center. These 
are all ideas that are under consideration. 

LCF: 

Do you see this as an opportunity also to 
become the center or heart of the new 
way of working: sustainable, green, 
environmentally friendly? 

Leo Yip: 

Absolutely. That’s our aspiration. We 
think we have some strengths on that 
dimension, such as the compact urban 
environment. Because we are small, we 
can try out and demonstrate the 
application of many of these technologies 
at a systemic level. 

We test them as part of an urban 
management system, whether it’s energy 
management and efficiency, transport 
management, water management, 
building efficiency or industrial energy 
efficiency. All these are currently in our 
playing field. The idea is called 
“Singapore as a Living Laboratory.” 

We’ve also just embarked on what we 
call a National Innovation Challenge on 
Energy, which is to call for big ideas – so 
that technologies from anywhere in the 
world can be brought here to achieve our 
national goal of greater energy resilience, 
such as reducing carbon emissions by a 
certain percentage or increasing energy 
efficiency by a certain percentage. And 
the idea is that we have the enablers and 
the platform of the National Innovation 
Challenge to achieve them. 

So we aim to be the leading city, but we 
also want to be able to have all this work 
holistically at a national level. Because 
we are urban and national at the same 
time, we are able to bring an urban 
system to a national system and vice 
versa in the context of becoming energy 

efficient, a greener city, and a more 
sustainable city. 

LCF: 

If this is the macro-opportunity and 
challenge for Singapore, what are the 
challenges for your organization? 

Leo Yip: 

The challenges are a translation of what I 
spoke about at the micro level. 

Here there are several areas we need to 
get right. First, we are responsible for 
the overall strategic positioning of 
Singapore and its economic value 
proposition. How do we continue to 
enrich that? It’s an evolving proposition, 
because, as we speak, others are trying 
to do the same. How do we then ensure 
that we remain attractive? Part of 
Singapore’s value proposition strategy is 
getting it right, but also differentiating 
the country from others. 

LCF: 

But your organization is responsible for 
Singapore’s business strategy. 

Leo Yip: 

That’s right, for Singapore’s economic 
development. The policies are set out at 
the whole of government and ministry 
levels, but we implement them and we 
interact with companies around the 
world. At the strategic level, we have to 
take it to the next stage and then, as I 
indicated earlier, we have to build new 
capabilities in Singapore. 

These new capabilities have to build on 
our strengths – I’m thinking here of 
human capital, infrastructure, the “whole 
of government” approach, and our 
traditional strength of the government 
working very closely with the private 
sector. How do we take all of these 
strengths forward? In terms of new 
strengths, these include consumer 
insights and our innovation capability. 

LCF: 

I understand that. It’s all part of what you 
want to build. But I assume that in order to 
do so, you and your organization need to 
have the right people and the right network. 

We’ve also just embarked 
on what we call a National 
Innovation Challenge on 

Energy, which is to call for 
big ideas – so that 
technologies from 

anywhere in the world can 
be brought here to achieve 
our national goal of greater 
energy resilience, such as 
reducing carbon emissions 
by a certain percentage or 

increasing energy 
efficiency by a certain 

percentage. 
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You have to be in constant contact with all 
the big companies that aren’t here, that 
could come here. How do you do that? 

Leo Yip: 

At the organizational level, I first have to 
make sure I continue to have a strong 
and steady pipeline of talent flowing into 
the organization, and then raise our 
game internally with our own leadership. 

I spoke about leadership development for 
companies. But how do we do it in my 
organization? For example, we recently 
created a new leadership competency 
framework that tries to capture many of 
these challenges. In this framework, there 
are various categories of competencies. 
But an important one is what we call 
strategic influencing. Training people to be 
able to strategically influence others from 
the C-level to the working-level executives 
we interface with. This requires different 
competencies. We believe it’s something 
that can be developed. Of course, a 
person needs to have some basic skills. 

It’s a competency that’s becoming more 
important to us today. In the past, the game 
was more straightforward. Today it’s a lot 
more complex. In the past, if you were 
looking for a lower cost business location 
that you could trust, Singapore would be 
putting up its hand and inviting you, “Please 
come here.” 

Today things are not so straightforward. 
Singapore is no longer lower cost. It’s 
also beyond just somewhere a company 
can do R&D or recruit people. It is 
everything, plus market access, and the 
ability to understand the broader region. 
But it’s also a challenge in that people 
say, “You don’t have a big market for me. 
You only have a population of 5 million. 
Why should I be here when my market is 
1.3 billion in northeast Asia now?” 

So the discussions are complex. How do 
we raise our game? We do have talent 
flowing in because our organization has 
been successful, and we have a certain 
employer branding that helps attract a 
good share of the talent. 

LCF: 

But is it difficult for you to attract the right 
people? 

Leo Yip: 

It is not easy, because we are competing 
with many other government agencies and 
with multinationals. Our other big 
competitor is the financial sector. 

But we are able to differentiate ourselves 
through the work we do, which is so 
unique. The multiplier effect is 
tremendous. Our work requires us to 
engage with senior-level executives every 
day. I think that’s where our work is 
enriching. 

Today, when we sit down at a table with a 
company, we discuss strategy. Forty 
years ago, we may have offered just a 
manufacturing location. But today, we also 
want to understand the company’s 
strategy and how we can add value and 
new dimensions to it. Then we try to work 
out how we can help the company further 
the execution of that strategy from a base 
in Singapore. That’s a very different level 
of engagement. I think our people find it 
meaningful and challenging. It’s also an 
example of how we have evolved as an 
organization. 

When we talk to companies, in an effort 
to attract them to Singapore, we no 
longer think at the project level. And 
we’re not just suggesting they come here 
because we’ve got the best trained 
workers, or because of our tax policies. 
These alone are no longer sufficient. 

We want to understand the larger 
business context, because we believe we 
can add value to a company in its larger 
strategic framework. That’s a much 
broader and deeper level of engagement. 

Again, this is possible because of Asia’s 
growth. There is a market in our 
backyard. If the growth market were in 
Europe or the US, as was the case 10, 
20 or 30 years ago, it would be a very 
different engagement. But today, 
because of the Asian market, I can say, 
“Let’s have a much more strategic 
conversation. Help me understand where 
you see your company five years from 
now.” I will respond with suggestions on 
different ways Singapore can help you 
and tell you about the capabilities we can 
offer to help you on that journey over the 
next five years, faster, in a much more 
valuable way for you. 
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So that’s how we have achieved things 
and moved forward as well. That’s the 
type of discussion we have been having 
with major players and one of many 
reasons they have set up in Singapore 
today. 

LCF: 

Also because, I think, Singapore is the 
ideal place for a multinational. If you go 
into a large developing or emerging 
economy, then you lose some of your 
objectivity. 

Leo Yip: 

You’re absolutely right. Objectivity, or 
some people call it neutrality. Companies 
have shared with us that if their Asia-
Pacific headquarters were based in 
north-east Asia, their management team 
or C-level team would naturally develop a 
stronger Chinese focus, because of the 
large market there. 

LCF: 

And would be influenced to think more 
Chinese than Asian. 

Leo Yip: 

That’s right. But back to my organization, 
where I help my team grow and 
strengthen their global perspective. 

LCF: 

How do you do that? Do you send them 
abroad or for training? 

Leo Yip: 

That helps, but we see complementary 
overlays. First of all, we want to make 
sure we have the global network that 
serves us, and we have global offices. 
Today, we have 25 offices around the 
world and the number is growing. 

We set up an office in Latin America two 
years ago now. Today we have five 
centers in China. Our two newest ones 
are inland, which is where corporate 
interest is shifting. 

Our people also spend a lot of their time 
overseas, not just those posted abroad, 
but also those working from Singapore. 
We spend a lot of our time on the road 

talking to companies. We find that’s the 
best way to influence strategy. 

But first of all, to understand strategy we 
need to understand what companies are 
thinking. Where do they see the 
challenges and opportunities? How do 
they see those strategies evolving? Then 
we figure out how to respond and how we 
can contribute. 

We are now seeing, for example, strong 
interest from Brazilian companies. How 
do we provide the platform for them to 
grow in Asia?  

We systematically post our people 
overseas for three years. Then they 
come back or sometimes they extend. 
They may do a second round at a higher 
level and alternate their regions.  

We are also deepening our 
understanding of Asia. Even though 
we’re in the heart of Asia, it is evolving 
so quickly that for us to say, “We can 
offer you our perspective on Asia,” we 
have to stay on top of Asia and know 
what’s happening here. So we’ve just 
started a program whereby we bring all 
our overseas officers to Asia so that our 
people based in America and Europe 
also spend some time in the region. 

LCF: 

For you as the leader of this organization, 
what’s your biggest personal challenge? 

Leo Yip: 

For me to lead, steer and shape the 
strategy of this organization and, in turn, 
the Singapore economy, my primary 
personal challenge must be to stay on 
top and ensure I have the relevant range 
of global and Asian perspectives myself. 
This means I must be in touch with not 
just the macro developments, which 
everyone can do, but also the changes at 
a deeper level. This involves ongoing 
conversations with my counterparts in 
corporations around the world and those 
in government in Singapore and 
elsewhere. 

Then I have to form my own insights in a 
way that will help me do my job. I think 
that’s key for me. So one set of 
perspectives is internal to Singapore and 
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this is relatively easy because it doesn’t 
require me to leave Singapore. It’s within 
the local government and corporate 
world. The Singapore government 
perspectives are important. 

LCF: 

Do you travel a lot? 

Leo Yip: 

Yes I do. I spend a lot of time on the road. 
I cover all the main regions twice a year: 
China, the Americas, Europe, Japan, 
Taiwan, Korea and the Middle East. The 
purpose is beyond marketing – it is also to 
gain the perspectives, the sensing and the 
understanding, and the chance to develop 
my own insights. 

I think that’s primary, because the 
strategizing, execution, capability 
building, systems and processes flow 
from that. They flow from the world view 
that you develop and that you have to 
keep refreshing. It’s easier said than 
done. When making strategic decisions, 
some CEOs base their decisions on 
outdated mindsets and paradigms. 

We all have our world views, which are 
founded on our own values and data 
points, which may not be the right ones 
because they are fed to us by people 
who have their own interests and data 
points that they want us to know. 

LCF: 

In your role, one of the risks could be 
that you are traveling all the time. 
You’re constantly in the branches, 
talking to people who may potentially 
want to invest in Singapore – and that’s 
well and good. But how do you create 
time to digest and think about all you 
have heard? What do you do with all 
the insights you have gathered? How 
do you fit them into the broader 
Singapore strategy? How do you make 
time for yourself? 

Leo Yip: 

I don’t do that in the office. It’s not 
possible there because of the pressures 
of going from one appointment to 
another. You need to take a couple of 
steps back and say, “This is what I’m 

sensing now. How do I bring that sensing 
to bear in an insight, leading to a 
strategic viewpoint?” I do that outside the 
office, mainly at home, or when I’m 
running. I do a lot of running. 

LCF: 

That’s how you keep yourself fit. 

Leo Yip: 

Yes, it keeps me fit, and it helps my 
stamina. Stamina, both physical and 
mental, is not to be underestimated. 
Running gives me time on my own, 
solitude. When my mind’s fresh, as it 
needs to be when I’m running, it gives 
me clarity, time and space to try to digest 
and re-synthesize. 

I don’t bring the stresses of work home at 
night, nor do I bring the stresses of home 
to my job. I don’t bring the stresses of 
one part of my work to another either. We 
all have different buckets of work to focus 
on. 

I appreciate that not everyone is able to 
compartmentalize like that, which is how 
you end up with temperamental bosses – 
but I would not want to have to work with 
someone like that. You would wonder, 
“Why is he channeling his frustrations at 
me?” Fortunately, I find I’m able to 
separate things neatly into different 
buckets. 

Sometimes people talk about the 
challenge of work-life balance. I find the 
term to be not very accurate. The real 
concept, to my mind, is that work and life 
are together. The real challenge is 
managing both and bringing them 
together in a manner that works well for 
you. You separate them when you need 
to. I think the term should be “work/life,” 
not “work/life balance”. 

I also wanted to bring up the word 
“authentic,” because I strongly believe in 
the idea of authenticity in a leader. You 
as a person – your influences, which 
may be spiritual or related to your 
upbringing or your values – and the way 
you see your role in the world must have 
a bearing on you as a leader. The two 
must be in sync. If they’re not – and I’ve 
seen leaders in this situation – then you 
see that their value system is in tension. 
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When you see a leader acting or deciding 
inconsistently, it’s sometimes because 
they lack authenticity. If they’re 
compelled to base their decisions on a 
certain value that is not true to them, 
people eventually see through it and 
wonder: “Who is he? Who is the real 
person? How do I assess him?” 

So authenticity connects very strongly 
with me, because I believe that you need 
to show your people the true person. 
Your true person is really based on 
everything we’ve talked about, including 
values, and has to be consistently 
translated into decisions, actions, 
priorities and behavior during interactions 
with others. 

Only then can you build trust. Without 
trust, you cannot have effective 
leadership; you can only have some 
people following you some of the time, 
but that’s not true leadership. It’s just 
people following you because of your 
position as a leader, not as a result of 
your personal leadership. I have believed 
in this for many years. 

So the main leadership principle for me 
would be authenticity; everything else 
flows from that. 

LCF: 

For your organization, how would you 
define success in the future? 

Leo Yip: 

There are year-to-year key performance 
indicators (KPIs), including the amount of 
investments we bring in, and the number 
of new “homes,” a term we use to 
describe strategic bases that companies 
establish in Singapore. There is another 
one encompassing everything from 
business to innovation to talent that we 
are now trying to present to the world. 

So these are our annual KPIs, which we 
use to judge ourselves on a year-to-year 
basis. And in the medium term, we will 
look beyond those numbers at our global 
competitive positioning. 

In this game of leveraging as best as we 
can on Asia, we have asked ourselves 
how, five years from now, we as a global 
business city will compare with Shanghai

and others according to various 
competitive markers and indicators in a 
series of areas. We have also asked how 
the rest of the world, namely the global, 
the non-Asian and the Asian-global 
business worlds, will perceive Singapore, 
and whether the indicators would have 
moved up or come down. 

Other indicators are sometimes cyclical. 
Our numbers were stronger last year 
than the year before because the 
business cycle came back up. But in 
terms of strategic medium-term 
indicators, for instance, if we find that 
another city has managed to capture a lot 
more of the “homes” than Singapore over 
a five-year period, we have to work out 
why. Is it just the market or is it us? 

Then we ask the same questions industry 
by industry. Are we losing investments 
over a five-year period? If we are, we have 
to sit up and ask ourselves, how do we do 
better to compete and win? 

Over a ten-year period, then, is 
Singapore’s global business city 
positioning stronger or weaker? Nothing 
is static. If we do nothing we will come 
down. Are we doing enough to keep 
ourselves in a strong position? 

LCF: 

Is there a leadership moment in your life 
when you felt, “This was my moment and 
everything worked for me. Look at what I 
have achieved or managed!” It can be 
business or private. 

Leo Yip: 

I don’t think I’ve asked myself this, and 
that’s another thing that I’m quite 
conscious of. Over time, I have come to 
realize that although I still believe in 
Servant Leadership, authenticity and other 
leadership theories, they are all just 
strands of leadership thinking. None of 
them constitutes a single leadership 
framework in its own right. Each person 
has to synthesize his own frame of 
leadership. 

But I also believe in the importance of 
humility, because it is one of the 
cornerstones of trust. You know that what 
you are doing is not for yourself, but for
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your people and for the organization, and 
they all come together. 

It sounds as though I’m digressing but, 
coming back to your point, I am quite 
conscious that I never want to think that 
I’ve “arrived,” whatever that means. 
Perhaps to reach a state where you feel 
immense self-satisfaction, you know that 
this is the epitome of the leadership 
journey? There are moments in my 
leadership journey when I’ve felt that I’ve 
reached – at least in that context – a 
sweet spot. When I joined this 
organization two years ago, I wanted to be 
– I was – very sensitive. Have I reached a 
point where I feel I’ve connected fully and 
rallied the people behind me, personally, 
not just because of my position? 

After I took over this job, I reached a point 
where I felt people connected with me 
personally. I was receiving feedback that 
people were comfortable with the way I 
led the organization, my style, and where I 
was taking the organization. That to me 
was a checkpoint – I won’t say moment of 
truth because that’s when certain 

situations happen and you seize the 
leadership moment – where I felt that my 
leadership style and approach were 
moving in the right direction. And this 
whole strategy that I’ve spent some time 
sharing with you has also progressed 
and resonated with companies. So it 
seems that the strategic direction we’ve 
been pushing is working. 

LCF: 

Of course, these moments of truth – 
when you realize you’re on the right 
track, that people connect, and you have 
followers – give you confidence. 

Leo Yip: 

Indeed, it gives me great confidence or 
reassurance. 

LCF: 

Thank you for sharing your insights. 

Leo Yip: 

Thank you. 

But I also believe in 
humility, because it is one 

of the cornerstones of 
trust. You know that what 
you are doing is not for 
yourself, but for your 

people and for the 
organization, and they all 

come together. 


