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Foreword
There is one sentence that almost always surfaces when Western transformation 

consultants encounter Asian organizations: "This approach won't work here." That 
sentence is often delivered with a tone of apology, sometimes with a hint of guilt, as 
if something were wrong with the organization for failing to follow a playbook proven 
in Europe or North America.

This book begins from the opposite premise. Asian organizations are not the 
problem. The problem is the assumption that transformation has a single, universal 
face, and that this face happens to be carved in Silicon Valley, London, or Stockholm. 
The reality on the ground is far richer. Leaders in Jakarta navigate family-owned 
conglomerates with unwritten power structures. Engineering managers in Hanoi 
balance global agile demands against seniority cultures that cannot be erased by a 
single training session. CTOs in Bangkok contend with ministries that exert direct 
influence over product direction.

The important question is not whether this context complicates transformation, 
but how this context can become a source of strength. The bamboo network that 
outside consultants often regard as an obstacle is, used correctly, the fastest channel 
for  adoption.  The  concept  of  saving  face,  often  considered  an  obstacle  to 
experimentation, can be reshaped into a mechanism of accountability that proves 
stronger than Western KPIs. Hierarchy, frequently dismissed as rigid, can in fact 
accelerate strategic decisions when teams know how to read its signals.

This book is written for readers who are tired of two kinds of literature. First, the 
global  transformation  books  that  treat  Asia  as  a  footnote.  Second,  the  local 
motivational books that are full of anecdotes but thin on intellectual frameworks. 
What is needed is something in between: a framework that is intellectually serious 
yet tested in the soil of Asia as it actually is.

Readers will find four things in this book. First, a map of the landscape that 
explains why Asia is different, grounded in research on organizational culture that 
has been developing since Hofstede in the 1980s. Second, a framework of leadership 
and mindset relevant to those who must manage multigenerational and multicultural 
teams. Third, a guide to executing digital transformation, with a focus on change 
management that works within Asian ecosystems. Fourth, a number of illustrative 
case studies from banking, manufacturing, and family-owned conglomerates that 
show how these principles play out in practice.

This book is not a recipe. Recipes assume uniform ingredients, consistent oven 
temperatures, and tasters with the same palate. Asia is not like that. What this book 
offers is closer to a navigational chart: where the reefs are, where the deep currents 
run, and where the safest harbours lie. The leader who reads this chart still has to 
steer their own ship, with wisdom that can only grow from direct experience.
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My hope is that, by the time the reader closes the final page, that old sentence has 
lost its power. Not because Asia has come to resemble the West, but because the 
reader knows how to build a transformation that is genuinely rooted here, and 
precisely for that reason, stronger and more enduring.

  ❖ ❖ ❖
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Introduction: Why This Book Exists
Three Kinds of Failure I Keep Seeing

Over years of accompanying transformation projects across Asia,  I  began to 
recognize patterns of failure that repeat themselves. The patterns are not unique to 
one country  or  one industry.  They appear  in  large banks in  Jakarta,  in  textile 
factories in Ho Chi Minh, in logistics startups in Manila, and in family conglomerates 
in Bangkok. The three most common kinds of failure are worth discussing at the 
outset, because they frame why this book needs to exist.

First Failure: Importing the Solution Without Importing the Context

A logistics company in Jakarta hired a renowned European consultancy to design 
its digital transformation. The consultants arrived with a playbook tested across 
dozens of clients. After six months, the new system was launched, training was 
complete, and KPIs were in place. Nine months later, system adoption was still below 
thirty percent. Operational teams were still using WhatsApp to coordinate because, 
they said, "it's faster." The expensive management dashboard was opened by only 
two people each week, and both were expatriates.

What happened? The consultants were not technically wrong. Their system was 
fine. But they overlooked a basic reality: in this organization, trust flowed through 
personal relationships, not through systems. When a branch manager wanted to ask 
the warehouse for help, he did not open a ticket. He called his friend who had worked 
at the warehouse for fifteen years. The digital system replaced the formal channel, 
but the formal channel was not the primary one. The primary channel was human, 
and the system never touched it.

Second Failure: Mistaking Compliance for Commitment

In many Asian cultures, there is a habit of not openly contradicting one's superior. 
When a senior leader announces a transformation, almost no one will raise their 
hand and say, "I think this is a bad idea." What appears instead is nodding, smiles, 
and verbal commitment that feels strong in the meeting room.

Leaders often misread this as support. What is actually happening is compliance, 
not commitment. Compliance lasts as long as the boss is watching. Commitment 
lasts when no one is watching. A transformation built on compliance will appear alive 
in weekly dashboards and then quietly die when the leader's attention shifts to the 
next priority.

Third Failure: Facing Up, Turning Away From Below

Many transformations are run by central teams that spend eighty percent of their 
time  satisfying  executive  committees  and  boards  of  directors.  They  produce 
beautiful presentations, report progress with rising charts, and keep the steering 
committee pleased. But their teams rarely visit the factory floor, the bank teller, or 
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the field courier. As a result, the transformations they design fail to solve the real 
problems of end users. Worse, when problems arise, they hear about them last.

These three kinds of failure differ on the surface, but they share the same root: 
insufficient understanding of how Asian organizations actually function beyond their 
formal structures. This book tries to close that gap.

Who This Book Is For

This book is written for four kinds of readers. First, senior executives leading 
large transformations who want to understand why ordinary approaches often fail. 
Second,  middle  managers  caught  between  top-down  strategy  and  bottom-up 
execution, who must translate between the two. Third, engineers and technical leads 
who discover that the biggest challenges of digital transformation turn out not to be 
technical. Fourth, consultants and change agents from outside Asia who want to 
understand the terrain before they step onto it.

Each reader will find a different angle. Executives will find a strategic framework. 
Managers will find daily tactics. Engineers will find a bridge between the technical 
world and the organizational one. Outside consultants will find guardrails to keep 
them from falling into expensive cultural traps.

How to Read This Book

The book is divided into five parts. The first lays out the landscape, explaining 
why Asia requires its own framework. The second discusses mindset and leadership, 
because no transformation endures without the right leaders. The third descends 
into  execution,  focusing  on  change  management  and  technology  adoption.  The 
fourth presents case studies that bind all the concepts in concrete stories. The fifth 
looks ahead, to the world of 2030 and beyond.

Each chapter stands relatively on its own, so a busy reader can read out of order. 
But a reader who proceeds in sequence will find that concepts in earlier chapters 
reinforce understanding of later ones. I recommend reading the foreword through 
chapter three in order, then choosing other chapters according to need.

At the end of each chapter you will find a brief summary and several reflection 
questions.  These questions are not a test.  They are an invitation to pause and 
connect what you have just read to the reality of your own organization. The book 
will be far more useful if read with a pen in hand, and with a willingness to tear out a 
page if a concept does not fit your situation.

  ❖ ❖ ❖

It is time to begin. Chapter one invites us to look at what is often overlooked: why 
Asia, in all its diversity, has patterns distinct enough to demand its own framework 
for transformation.
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PART I

THE LANDSCAPE
Understanding the unique context of Asian organizations, why imported playbooks 
often stumble, and the invisible forces that actually animate organizations in this 
region.
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Chapter 1 Why Asia Is Different
The unique context that shapes how organizations work in this region, and why 
imported playbooks often stumble at the door.

The Myth of a Single Asia

Before we can discuss difference, an important clarification is needed. Asia is not 
a single, uniform bloc. Vietnam and the Philippines have very different political 
histories. Singapore and Pakistan operate at vastly different economic levels. South 
Korea and India have nearly opposite corporate structures, with the chaebol on one 
side and the more fluid family conglomerate on the other. Japan and Indonesia have 
different religious traditions, which colour work ethics and authority structures.

So when this book speaks of Asia, it does not melt all of this into one. What it does 
instead is surface a number of patterns that recur across many Asian countries, 
while reminding the reader that a pattern is not a law. A pattern offers a starting 
point. A law binds. The reader is expected to filter every pattern in this book through 
the context of their own country, industry, and organization.

What unites many Asian organizations is not religion, ethnicity, or language. 
What unites them is a set of cultural dimensions that are relatively convergent when 
compared with Western benchmarks. Three dimensions appear most often in cross-
cultural research: a higher power distance, a stronger collectivism, and a denser 
long-term orientation.

Three Dimensions That Shape the Landscape

Power Distance

Power distance describes the extent to which lower- ranked members of an 
organization accept and expect that power is distributed unequally. In many Asian 
countries, power distance is wider than in Anglo-Saxon nations. The consequences 
are  tangible.  Junior  employees  rarely  challenge the  ideas  of  superiors  in  open 
forums.  Superiors  rarely  sit  at  the  same  table  as  operational  staff  except  at 
ceremonial events. Strategic decisions are often made within small circles that are 
difficult for outsiders to penetrate.

The implications for major transformations are significant. First, change ideas 
originating from below seldom reach the top without senior sponsorship. Second, 
when change is announced from above, criticism does not surface through formal 
channels but through side channels that outside consultants struggle to detect. 
Third, symbols of power, such as who sits where in a meeting, help determine 
whether an initiative is taken seriously. Effective leaders in Asia do not fight power 
distance. They read and use it. The right executive sponsor is not decoration but a 
prerequisite. The presence of a major name at a kickoff is not a formality but a 
hierarchical signal that this is not an initiative to be ignored.

11



The Future Fit Asian AI Organization

Collectivism

The second dimension is collectivism, the extent to which individual identity is 
defined  by  group  membership.  Many  Asian  cultures  have  a  strong  collectivist 
orientation. The consequences are varied. Loyalty to one's team, department, or 
family  circle  often  exceeds  loyalty  to  one's  formal  role.  Public  criticism  of  an 
individual is considered crude. Individual recognition can cause discomfort if it is not 
accompanied by collective acknowledgement.

In the context of transformation, collectivism explains why change perceived as 
threatening to the core group, however small the threat objectively, often triggers 
resistance disproportionate to the trigger. It also explains why approaches that align 
the group first, then let individuals follow, are often more effective than approaches 
that build individual champions one by one.

Successful  leaders in  Asia  respect  collective rituals.  Shared lunches,  annual 
retreats,  company  anniversaries:  these  are  not  budget  waste  but  social 
infrastructure. Cutting them in the name of efficiency is often more expensive than 
maintaining them.

Long-Term Orientation

The third dimension is long-term orientation. Many Asian cultures, particularly 
those  influenced  by  Confucian  traditions,  place  high  value  on  continuity, 
perseverance, and investment that bears fruit over long periods. This is visible in the 
patience local investors show toward family businesses that turn profitable only after 
a decade. It is also visible in the discomfort some Asian executives feel toward 
quarterly  earnings,  which  they  regard  as  forcing  a  short-term  outlook.  For 
transformation, long-term orientation is both a blessing and a curse. A blessing, 
because  Asian  leaders  are  often  willing  to  invest  capital  in  five-  to  seven-year 
initiatives that would be hard to sell on Wall Street. A curse, because small changes 
not seen as part of a long arc are often quietly resisted. "Why must we change this 
system now?"  is  not  a  technical  complaint  but  a  philosophical  question  about 
whether this truly matters for the next five years.

Three Practical Consequences

The  three  dimensions  above,  when  combined,  produce  three  practical 
consequences that recur throughout this book.

1. Informal channels are often stronger than formal ones. So a transformation 
that touches only formal structures and processes will feel as if it is moving when it is 
not. 2. Consensus is built before decisions are announced, not afterwards. Leaders 
who bring polished plans to the executive table without prior lobbying often go home 
empty-handed even when their idea is objectively superior.

3. Symbols and rituals carry executive weight. Asian leaders often signal through 
small actions, from their presence at certain events to whom they thank publicly. 
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Teams that read these signals correctly can accelerate execution without written 
instructions.

The Wrong Question and the Right Question

Most global transformation literature begins with the question, "How do we 
change our organizational culture so it is ready for change?" The question assumes 
culture is a variable that can be changed within the cycle of a project. For Asia, this 
question often misleads. A better question is, "What cultural elements already exist 
that we can leverage to drive change?" The shift is subtle but important. The first 
treats culture as the enemy. The second treats culture as raw material. Raw material 
can be shaped, but it cannot be ignored.

Bamboo becomes a recurring metaphor in this book. Bamboo is strong precisely 
because it is integrated with its grove. Pulling out a single stalk and planting it in 
another garden often fails. But grafting a new idea onto an existing grove of bamboo 
can produce rapid growth. Transformation in Asia tends to succeed under the logic 
of grafting, not the logic of uprooting and replanting.

Chapter Summary

This chapter establishes the basic premise of the book. Asia is not a uniform bloc, 
but  it  carries  cultural  patterns  convergent  enough  to  require  an  approach  to 
transformation different from Western templates. The three dimensions that recur 
most often are wider power distance, stronger collectivism, and a denser long-term 
orientation. The consequences are that informal channels carry weight, consensus is 
built upstream, and symbols speak loudly.

The next chapter goes deeper, into a paradox that becomes visible when we look 
at  the  numbers.  Asia  is  a  place  where  traditional  hierarchy  meets  a  pace  of 
innovation  that  often  outstrips  the  West.  How  can  both  coexist  in  the  same 
organizations?

Reflection Questions

• Which dimension, power distance, collectivism, or long-term orientation, most 
strongly shapes your organization today?

• Which informal channels most influence decisions in your workplace? Are you 
among those who read the signals or among those being read?

• What is one collective ritual in your organization that would be most costly to 
remove, even though it appears inefficient on paper?
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Chapter 2 The Asian Paradox
Between deep hierarchy and leapfrog innovation, a productive tension that 
transformation leaders must understand.

Two Numbers That Don't Fit

A 2023 report  contains  two interesting  numbers.  First,  the  average  power-
distance index across five Southeast Asian countries was around 75 out of 100. As a 
comparison, the United States sits near 40, Australia at 36, and Denmark at 18. The 
first number signals a relatively hierarchical culture.

Second, of the ten most-downloaded financial apps in Southeast Asia in the same 
year, seven were built by local companies. Many of them were neo-banks or e-wallets 
built  in  less  than  four  years,  leapfrogging  credit-card  infrastructure  that  took 
decades to establish in the West. The second number signals an extraordinarily fast 
innovation ecosystem.

How can these two numbers coexist? Shouldn't deep hierarchy slow innovation? 
This  is  the  Asian  paradox.  Understanding  it  is  the  key  to  designing  realistic 
transformations here.

Hierarchy That Accelerates

The  standard  assumption  in  Western  literature  is  that  hierarchy  hinders 
innovation.  The  argument  is  intuitive.  Deep  hierarchy  means  many  layers  of 
approval, many opportunities to be turned down, and a culture that is reluctant to 
challenge the status quo. In many contexts, the assumption is correct.

But in Asia, hierarchy often functions in reverse. When a sponsor at the top 
genuinely supports an idea, the same power distance becomes an accelerator. There 
is no drawn-out public debate. There is no parallel  lobbying that overturns the 
decision. Once the signal travels down, execution moves at a speed that sometimes 
leaves Western competitors confused.

A large bank in Southeast Asia launched a new digital platform within eleven 
months. The global benchmark for similar projects is two to three years. What made 
them fast? It was not a revolutionary agile approach. Nor was it extraordinary talent. 
What made them fast was a firm decision by the CEO instructing the team to report 
directly  to  him,  bypassing  five  normal  layers  of  bureaucracy.  Hierarchy,  when 
activated from above with commitment, lubricated the project rather than blocked it.

This is not a recommendation to install corporate dictators. It is an observation 
that, in Asian environments, the leverage of a top sponsor is higher than in low-
power-distance environments. Transformation leaders who waste this leverage on 
ideological grounds about bottom-up innovation often end up with slower execution, 
not faster.
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Innovation That Skips Stages

The second aspect of the paradox is leapfrogging, the ability of Asian economies 
to skip technology stages that the West passed through. Vietnam does not have a 
deep credit-card network, but it has QR payment that reaches roadside food stalls. 
Indonesia does not have a road infrastructure comparable to Europe's, but it has a 
ride- hailing and on-demand logistics ecosystem used by tens of millions of people 
every day. India did not pass through a long era of cheques and giros, but built an 
instant-payment  system  whose  transaction  volume  now  exceeds  that  of  many 
developed nations.

Why does leapfrogging happen so often in Asia? Three factors are commonly 
cited.  First,  thinner legacy infrastructure means fewer obstacles from inherited 
systems. Second, a younger demographic adopts digital behaviour more quickly. 
Third,  regulation  is  often  more  flexible  toward  experimentation,  especially  in 
countries that have made digital transformation a political priority.

For transformation leaders, this carries an important implication. You do not 
need to follow the order of stages used by developed nations. There is often a 
temptation to "catch up" by mimicking Western steps one by one. But this approach 
is frequently slower than jumping directly to the next stage. An insurance company 
does not need to build a sophisticated on-premise core system before moving to the 
cloud. It can be born in the cloud.

When the Paradox Becomes a Trap

This paradox can be a strength, but it can also become a trap. Three traps appear 
most often in my work.

The Single-Sponsor Trap

Because top sponsors are so powerful, many transformation projects depend 
heavily on a single person. When that sponsor moves, falls ill, or retires, the project 
collapses within weeks. This is a structural risk that must be mitigated from the 
beginning. A simple framework I recommend: every major initiative must have at 
least three sponsors of equivalent rank at the board level, with one primary sponsor 
and two backups who have been actively engaged from day one.

The Speed-Without-Roots Trap

Leapfrogging brings speed, but also fragility. A neo- bank that grows from zero to 
ten million users in two years can fall just as fast in a crisis of confidence. Without 
deep roots, in capital, regulation, and organizational culture, speed becomes a thin 
layer that cracks easily. Wise leaders balance speed with investment in foundations 
that often look boring: governance, audit, risk management, and the development of 
sustainable internal capability.
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The Pretence-of-Modernity Trap

In  their  desire  to  appear  modern,  many Asian  organizations  adopt  Western 
management practices on the surface without truly changing the substance. Agile 
teams structured as scrum teams whose decisions are still made by a single sponsor 
behind closed doors. OKRs written elegantly while the final assessment still rests on 
loyalty.  Daily standups where everyone speaks but only one voice is treated as 
important. The pretence exhausts teams and produces no genuine transformation. 
The more honest path is to acknowledge the existing power structures, then design 
rituals appropriate to them, rather than disguising them with global cosmetics.

Learning from Those Who Succeed

Asian  organizations  that  successfully  navigate  this  paradox  share  similar 
patterns. They do not deny hierarchy, but give it clear direction. They do not pursue 
leapfrogging haphazardly, but choose which stages to skip and which to keep. They 
do not imitate Western practices blindly, but adapt with awareness of context.

A manufacturing conglomerate in East Asia, for example, kept a hierarchical 
family structure at  the strategic layer.  But at  the execution layer,  they formed 
autonomous  units  with  broad  operational  freedom.  The  result  is  that  strategic 
decisions remain fast and coherent, while tactical execution stays responsive to the 
market. This hybrid would not appear in a Western management textbook, but it 
works very well in its context.

The lesson is simple. The paradox is not a problem to be solved by choosing one 
side. The paradox is a productive tension to be managed. Successful leaders in Asia 
are those who are comfortable living inside the tension rather than forcing it to 
disappear.

Chapter Summary

Asia is a region that combines deep hierarchy with rapid innovation. These two 
characteristics are not in opposition;  they are intertwined.  Hierarchy mobilized 
through top-sponsor commitment can accelerate execution. Leapfrogging allows 
Asian economies to skip technology stages that developed nations passed through. 
But the paradox carries traps: dependence on a single sponsor, speed without roots, 
and a pretence of modernity that masks older structures. Wise leaders treat the 
paradox as raw material rather than a problem.

Reflection Questions

• In your organization, when was the last time a strategic decision was made 
quickly because of firm support from the top? What made that possible?

• Is there a transformation initiative in your organization that depends too heavily 
on a single sponsor? How can that risk be mitigated?
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• What is an example of a management practice adopted on the surface in your 
organization, but not truly followed in substance?
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Chapter 3 Five Invisible Forces
The factors that shape behaviour in Asian organizations, often unread in formal 
reports yet decisive in every transformation.

Why They Are Called Invisible

Every organization has visible structures: organizational charts, written policies, 
official KPIs, and the rhythm of formal meetings. Outside consultants often read 
these structures and design interventions accordingly. Sometimes the result is good; 
sometimes it fails entirely. The failures almost always overlook a second layer: the 
invisible structures that actually animate the organization. In Asia, the gap between 
visible and invisible structures is often wider than in the West. Not because Asia is 
more closed, but because many Asian cultures value forms of politeness that keep 
sensitive  information  out  of  public  spaces.  As  a  result,  real  decision-making 
frequently  occurs  outside  meeting  rooms,  and  reading  it  requires  careful 
observation.

This  chapter  unpacks  five  invisible  forces  that  most  often  influence 
transformation  success:  the  bamboo  network,  family  business  dynamics,  the 
government  nexus,  the  generational  divide,  and  informal-economy  adjacency. 
Understanding all five is not about becoming cynical toward formal structures, but 
about completing the map so it becomes more accurate.

First Force: The Bamboo Network

The term bamboo network was originally used to describe the business networks 
of overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia. The concept can now be extended. A bamboo 
network is an informal web of trust connecting people through personal ties, often 
crossing the boundaries of company, industry, or even country.

Its main characteristics: ties are built through long- term relationships, often 
beginning at school, through university alumni, or family connections. Information 
flows quickly inside the network, and doors often open for members without lengthy 
formal processes. In return, there is an expectation of reciprocity: today's favour will 
be returned someday, often without the need for explicit terms.

For transformation, the bamboo network has two faces. The positive face: if you 
secure the support of one important node, that support spreads to other nodes at a 
speed that formal communication cannot match. A vendor selection initiative can be 
completed in three weeks if a respected head of IT in the network recommends a 
particular vendor, while the formal process would take three months. The negative 
face: the bamboo network can entrench resistance that is hard to penetrate. If core 
figures in the network believe an initiative threatens their interests, they will not 
oppose you openly in meetings. Instead, they will slow execution through a thousand 
small frictions. There will be no email of refusal. No memo of objection. There will 
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only be deadlines that always slip with reasonable excuses, vendors that suddenly 
become hard to reach, and approvals that pile up on the desk of someone who 
happens to be "busy."

Strategies  that  often work:  map the important  nodes  in  your  organization's 
network  early.  Identify  who  is  trusted,  who  is  informally  consulted  before  big 
decisions are made, who has influence across departments. Then invest time in 
building personal relationships with these nodes outside the project context. Invite 
them to lunch. Attend their events. Show interest in their families and backgrounds. 
This social investment is often more valuable than hours of executive lobbying.

Second Force: Family Business Dynamics

Many large companies in Asia are still owned and run by families, even when they 
are listed on stock exchanges. Conservative estimates suggest that more than half of 
the major conglomerates in Southeast and East Asia are still controlled by their 
founding  generation  or  their  successors.  Even  organizations  that  are  formally 
professional often retain a shadow of family dynamics at the highest levels.

Family dynamics have characteristic patterns. First, emotional relationships are 
often intertwined with professional ones. The elder brother serving as CEO may not 
act forcefully against the younger brother serving as COO, even when objectively 
necessary.  Second,  generational  transitions  often  become  moments  of  crisis. 
Founders who hand control to their children often re- engage when, in their view, the 
child is making a mistake, creating two centres of power that confuse the team. 
Third,  family  members  who  are  not  active  but  hold  shares  often  wield 
disproportionate influence.

For transformation leaders, understanding family dynamics is essential. Three 
practices  often  help.  First,  identify  all  the  "voice  holders"  at  the  family  level, 
including those not on the formal board. Second, time major decisions to the family's 
rhythm, avoiding announcements during periods of intense internal conflict. Third, 
respect family symbols, from the founder's photograph in the lobby to the origin 
story often retold at internal events. Replacing these symbols too quickly, in the 
name of  modernization,  often triggers emotional  reactions that  derail  technical 
initiatives that were not actually related.

Third Force: The Government Nexus

State and corporation in many parts of Asia do not have the clear separation 
found in the Anglo-Saxon model. Government is often the largest customer, the chief 
regulator, and a shareholder in many strategic enterprises at the same time. Several 
industries, such as telecommunications, energy, and finance, are very closely tied to 
state policy.

The  implication  for  transformation:  technical  decisions  must  often  be 
synchronized  with  policy  agendas.  If  the  relevant  ministry  is  pushing  cloud 
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sovereignty, choosing a foreign cloud vendor can become politically sensitive even if 
technically and economically optimal. If a national initiative on digital payments is in 
motion, organizations seeking to innovate in that area must actively communicate 
with authorities, not merely respond to regulations after they are issued.

Effective  leaders  in  this  environment  make  government  engagement  a  core 
capability rather than a support function. Government relations teams ideally report 
directly to the board, rather than being buried under legal or corporate affairs. Their 
role is not only to respond, but to read policy direction long before it is published, 
and to position the organization to be ready.

Fourth Force: The Generational Divide

Asia  is  undergoing  one  of  the  world's  fastest  demographic  shifts.  In  many 
organizations, four generations work side by side: Boomers preparing to retire, Gen 
X at the peak of their careers, Millennials beginning to occupy managerial seats, and 
Gen Z newly entering the workplace. The gap of values and expectations among 
these four generations is often wider than in many advanced economies whose 
demographics are more stable.

The root of these differences is not only age. The economic experiences that 
shaped each generation differ greatly. Boomers often lived through eras of scarcity, 
monetary crisis, and reconstruction. Gen X witnessed the first wave of globalization 
and the dot-com boom. Millennials grew up with the internet and smartphones. Gen 
Z was born into a world that is always connected, with entirely different expectations 
regarding authority, flexibility, and the purpose of work.

In  the  context  of  transformation,  different  generations  often  have  different 
languages and frames of reference. Boomers may translate transformation as loyalty 
and perseverance. Gen X sees it as efficient execution. Millennials look for meaning 
and impact. Gen Z demands transparency and autonomy. Communication that uses 
only one register loses three of every four audiences.

A separate chapter in this book is devoted to managing multigenerational teams. 
For now, it is enough to recognize that the generational divide is one of the invisible 
forces that most often explodes mid- transformation. Many projects that fail in the 
second  year  do  so  not  because  the  technology  is  poor,  but  because  the  early 
communication touched only one generation, and the others quietly disengaged.

Fifth Force: Informal-Economy Adjacency

Many  formal  organizations  in  Asia  operate  alongside  a  very  large  informal 
economy.  Small  suppliers  without  electronic  invoices.  Distributors  whose 
transactions are largely cash-based. Retail outlets whose inventory is still tracked in 
notebooks. Even within formal companies, informal pockets often exist: small petty-
cash spending that  never  enters  the  system,  unwritten  compensation  for  long-
standing loyalty, and verbal approvals that carry as much weight as written ones.
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Ambitious  digital  transformations  often  collide  with  this  reality.  New  ERP 
systems do not accept handwritten invoices. Mobile apps demand structured data 
from suppliers who are not yet ready. Digital KPIs do not capture the contributions of 
employees recognized through informal channels.

Realistic leaders do not treat informality as something to be eliminated overnight. 
They understand that the informal economy plays a legitimate role, often providing 
the flexibility needed in ecosystems that change rapidly and remain vulnerable to 
crises. Strategies that work tend to build bridges, not walls. For example, providing 
simple digital templates to small suppliers rather than forcing them onto complex 
portals. Or creating systems that allow cash transactions to be recorded simply, 
while gradually driving migration toward digital.

Mapping the Five Forces for Your Organization

The practical exercise at the end of this chapter is simple but requires honesty. 
Take a sheet of paper. Make five columns with the names of the five forces. For each 
force, answer three questions: how strong is this force in my organization, on a scale 
from one to ten? Who is the central figure who is the node of this force? What is the 
greatest risk of ignoring this force in transformation? This exercise often surprises 
leaders the first time they do it. They discover that the map they have used to design 
strategy until now captures only half the landscape. The other half, which becomes 
visible only after this exercise, often turns out to be the reason transformations that 
look tidy on paper always stumble in the field.

Chapter Summary

The five invisible forces that most often shape transformation in Asia are the 
bamboo network, family business dynamics, the government nexus, the generational 
divide,  and  informal-economy  adjacency.  None  of  them  appear  in  formal 
organizational charts, yet they often determine success more than formal structures 
do. Effective leaders map all five forces from the start, rather than denying them, and 
design strategies that engage them as raw material.

Reflection Questions

• Which invisible force is strongest in your organization? How do you know?

•Who are the three most important bamboo- network nodes to engage in your 
current transformation initiative?

• Are there aspects of the informal economy in your organization that will be 
disrupted by digital transformation? How can you build a bridge rather than a wall?
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PART II

MINDSET & LEADERSHIP
Building glo-cal leaders, managing complex multigenerational teams, and creating 
safe spaces without tearing apart the deeply rooted concept of saving face.
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Chapter 4 The Glo-Cal Leader
Combining local wisdom with global practice, a leadership skill that has become 
the differentiator of our time.

Three Types of Leader Who Are Not Enough

I often observe three types of leaders in Asian organizations, and each carries a 
structural weakness. The first type is the purely local leader. They understand the 
context deeply,  are trusted by their  teams, and know how to navigate internal 
politics. But they are often hesitant to adopt new practices from outside, or adopt 
them only on the surface without truly grasping the substance. The result is that 
their organizations become trapped in local comfort and fall behind on the global 
stage.

The second type is  the  purely  global  leader.  They are  often recruited from 
Western multinationals to "bring best practices" into Asian organizations. They have 
strong frameworks, broad global networks, and cross- industry experience. But they 
often stumble in the first year. They push change without reading subtle cues, fail to 
build trust with key internal figures, and ultimately leave after two years with the 
label "culturally unfit."

The third type is the leader who tries to be both but ends up being neither. They 
call  themselves global at international forums and local at domestic ones. They 
change style depending on the audience, with no consistent identity. Their teams 
become confused and eventually stop trusting.

What is needed is a fourth type, the glo-cal leader. The term is not new, but its 
substantive meaning is often misunderstood. A glo-cal leader is not half local and 
half global. They are someone deeply rooted in one place who carries an active 
antenna for global signals, and who has the ability to translate the two in daily 
decisions.

Four Core Competencies

First Competency: Reading Subtle Signals

Glo-cal leaders master what I call contextual literacy. This is the ability to read 
what is  not spoken.  When a senior team member falls  silent after a particular 
question, the glo-cal leader knows it signals disagreement, not assent. When there is 
a small change in who is invited to a directors' dinner, they know it is a power shift  
that will have consequences two quarters later. When a regulator uses a particular 
word in the opening speech of a conference, they know it is an early signal about a 
coming policy change.

Contextual  literacy  cannot  be  learned  from a  book.  It  grows  from years  of 
observing, asking those more senior, and being willing to be wrong and learn. New 
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arrivals to Asia often skip this stage because they feel they already have a sufficient 
management framework. But without contextual literacy, the framework becomes a 
map without a compass.

Second Competency: Translating, Not Transferring

Many leaders try to transfer practices from one context to another. They read 
about a technique that worked in Silicon Valley, then copy it without modification to 
Jakarta. The result is predictable: the form is identical, but the spirit is gone.

Glo-cal leaders take the path of translation. They ask: what is the essence of this 
practice? What makes it work in its place of origin? Which elements are universal, 
and which are context-specific? They then design a local version that preserves the 
essence while replacing the form. A concrete example. The standup meeting, a 
hallmark ritual of Western agile teams, is often considered important because it 
creates transparency and accountability. In many Asian teams, a Western-format 
standup actually creates discomfort, because junior members are reluctant to speak 
openly in front of senior colleagues. The solution is not to abolish standups, but to 
translate them. A version that often works: begin with a light ritual such as sharing 
tea first, designate a more senior facilitator to set the tone, and offer the option of 
writing  on  sticky  notes  before  speaking.  The  essence  of  transparency  and 
accountability is preserved, but the form is different.

Third Competency: Maintaining Consistency Across Two Worlds

Glo-cal leaders frequently work in two worlds in a single day. The morning may be 
filled with video calls to headquarters in Europe, the afternoon with a visit to a 
factory in Surabaya. Consistency of values and decisions across these two worlds is 
critical.  A  leader  who appears  modern at  global  forums but  follows traditional 
politics internally will lose credibility once the stories of the two worlds begin to 
meet.

Consistency does not mean an identical style. The way one speaks, the kind of 
humour used, even attire, can differ between the two worlds. What must remain 
consistent is the substance of decisions. If you are committed to gender inclusion at 
global forums and approve a quietly discriminatory promotion decision internally, 
the gap will be exposed sooner or later. Younger generations are especially sensitive 
to this kind of inconsistency.

Fourth Competency: Building Bridges, Not Islands

Effective glo-cal leaders do not make themselves the sole bridge between local 
and  global  worlds.  They  build  structural  bridges.  They  send  local  talent  for 
international  experience  and  invite  global  talent  for  extended  stays  in  local 
operations, not just brief visits. They ensure that the management team has a diverse 
composition, both in background and in experience. They create forums where local 
and global teams can engage in substantive dialogue, not merely report to one 
another.
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Without structural bridges, the glo-cal leader becomes a single point of failure. 
When they leave, the link between the two worlds breaks, and the organization 
reverts to old patterns. Wise leaders measure their success not by how indispensable 
they are, but by how often they can be bypassed.

The Danger of the Pseudo-Glo-Cal Leader

I often meet leaders who claim to be glo-cal but are actually only comfortable on 
one side. Three patterns appear most frequently.

First, leaders who are fluent in global language at global forums but abandon 
those  commitments  when  they  return  inside.  They  nod  toward  diversity  at 
international  forums,  then ignore  it  when making hiring decisions.  Teams who 
observe this gradually come to see their leader as an actor, not a real leader.

Second, leaders who use global terms as internal political weapons. They drop 
terms  such  as  agile  transformation,  design  thinking,  or  OKRs  to  intimidate 
colleagues considered old-fashioned. Yet they themselves have not implemented the 
substance. This type of leader often wins short-term battles but erodes long-term 
social capital.

Third, leaders trapped in cosmetic busyness. They are always at conferences, 
always posting on LinkedIn, always leading flashy initiatives. But their teams often 
see no substantive results. Activity replaces wisdom, and eventually the organization 
pays the price.

Building Yourself into a Glo-Cal Leader

For readers who want to grow into glo-cal leaders, five practices can be made 
annual habits. 4. Choose one global practice you want to master this year. Study its 
essence. Identify any local versions that already exist around you, if any. Design an 
adaptation that preserves the essence while honouring local form. Test it for six 
months.

5. Build a habit of contextual literacy. Each week, identify one subtle signal you 
caught in your organization and write down your interpretation. After six months, 
reread these notes. You will be surprised at how many predictions were accurate, 
how many missed, and the patterns behind both.

6. Find mentors in two worlds. One from a local context senior to you, and one 
from a global context whom you respect. Meet regularly. Discuss the same dilemmas 
with both. Notice how their perspectives differ, and what that teaches you about 
your own choices.

7. Test the consistency of your decisions. Each quarter, take three big decisions 
you made and evaluate: would I make this decision with the same logic at a global 
forum? If not, why? Is there an inconsistency that could endanger my credibility?
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8. Build structural bridges. Identify one important local-global relationship in 
your organization. Has the relationship been designed so it does not depend on you 
alone? If not, what is the first step to make it more institutional?

Chapter Summary

A glo-cal leader is not a half-local, half-global blend, but a leader rooted deeply in 
one place while continuing to capture global signals. Four core competencies set 
them apart:  contextual  literacy,  the ability  to  translate,  consistency across  two 
worlds, and the habit of building structural bridges. The dangers to avoid are being 
glo-cal only on the surface, which ultimately destroys credibility with both global and 
local audiences.

Reflection Questions

• Which type of leader most resembles you today? What is a concrete step toward 
becoming more glo-cal?

• Have you ever tried to transfer a global practice raw and failed? What would 
you do differently if given another chance to translate it?

• Who is a glo-cal leader you know and admire? What daily habits of theirs do you 
want to imitate?
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Chapter 5 Leading Multigenerational 
Teams
Boomers to Gen Z under one roof, and how to lead change when four generations 
speak different languages.

Four Generations, Four Assumptions

One  complexity  often  underestimated  in  transformation  is  the  generational 
composition of a team. Many Asian organizations today house four very different 
generations,  each  with  distinct  basic  assumptions  about  work,  authority,  and 
purpose. Leading change without recognizing these differences means broadcasting 
a message that only part of the audience hears, while a large portion quietly opts out.

Boomers, roughly born before 1965, often carry values of long-term dedication, 
respect for hierarchy, and work as a source of identity. Many Boomers in Asia lived 
through eras of scarcity and post-crisis reconstruction. For them, the company is a 
social contract. They give loyalty, the company gives security.

Gen X, born roughly between 1965 and 1980, often takes a more pragmatic 
approach. They witnessed the first wave of globalization, the economic boom, and 
the 1997 Asian crisis. Many of those leading today are Gen X. They tend to be 
sceptical,  value  competence  over  affiliation,  and  are  usually  comfortable  with 
technology while remaining connected to older traditions.

Millennials, born roughly between 1981 and 1996, grew up alongside the internet 
and the explosion of smartphones in Asia. They entered the workforce as economies 
were growing, but also during the global financial crisis. Many Asian Millennials look 
for meaning and impact in work and do not hesitate to change jobs if they cannot find 
it. They tend not to respect authority for its position alone, but are ready to give 
loyalty to a leader they find worthy.

Gen Z, born roughly from 1997 onward, was born into a world that is always 
connected. For them, the line between online and offline does not exist. They have 
high expectations regarding transparency, flexibility, and mental health. Many Asian 
Gen Z also show a strong sensitivity to environmental and social-justice issues.

Why Asia Has a Wider Generational Gap

In many advanced economies, the generational gap exists but remains relatively 
manageable. In Asia, the gap is often much wider. Three reasons stand out.

First, the speed of economic change. Asian Boomers grew up in environments 
where GDP per capita was often below one thousand dollars. Their Gen Z grew up 
with GDP per capita many times higher. Different material experiences produce 
different value frames. Second, exposure to information. Younger generations in 
Asia are often more exposed to global content than their counterparts in many 
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Western countries, partly because of English and partly because of social-media 
algorithms. They have friends and idols around the world. They learn from TikTok 
and YouTube, not just from school and family.

Third, expectations of mobility. Asian Boomers often worked at one company for 
decades. Gen Z considers it normal to change companies every two or three years. 
The  implications  of  this  expectation  ripple  through  everything,  from  incentive 
structures to training investment.

Five Recurring Patterns of Conflict

Within  multigenerational  teams  undergoing  transformation,  five  patterns  of 
conflict appear repeatedly.

Pattern 1: Conflict Over Authority

Boomers and Gen X often feel Millennials and Gen Z do not respect authority. 
Millennials and Gen Z often feel the authority on offer is not worthy of respect 
because it  is  not  transparent  or  competent.  Both can be correct,  viewed from 
different angles.

Pattern 2: Conflict Over Tempo

Younger generations often want fast decisions, rapid experiments, and iteration. 
Older  generations  often  want  considered  judgment,  consensus,  and  stability. 
Without  an explicit  framework,  the two groups label  each other:  the young as 
reckless, the older as slow.

Pattern 3: Conflict Over Loyalty

Older  generations  often  interpret  loyalty  as  remaining  at  an  organization. 
Younger generations interpret loyalty as giving their best while they are there, then 
leaving openly. Misaligned expectations on this point often disappoint both sides.

Pattern 4: Conflict Over Contribution

Boomers often feel their contribution to building the foundation is undervalued. 
Millennials often feel their contribution to driving change is undervalued. Gen Z 
often feels their contribution of fresh perspective is undervalued. Every generation 
feels insufficiently appreciated by the others.

Pattern 5: Conflict Over Communication

Boomers may prefer face-to-face meetings and formal email. Gen X is comfortable 
with email and the phone. Millennials lean toward chat and video calls. Gen Z prefers 
short messages, short videos, and emoji. Teams forced onto a single channel often 
feel frustrated, while multichannel teams often struggle with complexity.
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Five Practices for Leading Multigenerational Teams

There is no single formula for resolving generational conflict, but the following 
five  practices  often  help.  9.  Make  assumptions  explicit.  At  the  start  of  every 
transformation  project,  hold  one  open  discussion  about  what  each  generation 
considers normal. Questions such as "How long is reasonable to give feedback?" or 
"Which channel is most appropriate for important communication?" surface hidden 
assumptions.

10. Pair generations through reverse mentoring. This is a practice in which junior 
employees mentor senior executives in particular topics, usually technology, digital 
culture, or the perspective of younger consumers. In return, they learn from the 
senior  executive's  experience  and  wisdom.  The  practice  is  not  just  knowledge 
transfer but also cross-generational empathy-building.

11.  Create rituals  that  honour each generation.  Boomers often value formal 
recognition of long service. Millennials value the chance to present at a wider forum. 
Gen Z values autonomy in choosing projects.  Wise leaders provide a variety of 
recognition rituals, not just one format.

12.Match communication channels to purpose, not generation. For information 
that requires careful thinking, use written documents. For discussions requiring fast 
negotiation,  use  meetings.  For  important  announcements,  combine  several 
channels. Avoid forcing a generation onto a channel that is uncomfortable for them, 
but do not let personal preference override communication need.

13. Invest in multidimensional transformation language. Instead of repeating one 
keyword,  use  several  frames to  explain  the direction.  For  Boomers,  emphasize 
organizational  continuity  and  the  heritage  being  built.  For  Gen  X,  emphasize 
execution and competition. For Millennials, emphasize impact and meaning. For Gen 
Z, emphasize transparency and contribution to a larger cause. The core message is 
the same; only the entry point differs.

Mini Case Study: How One Bank Brought Four Generations 
Together

A large bank in Southeast Asia underwent digital transformation in 2022. Its 
generational composition was typical: more than a third Boomers and Gen X in the 
senior layer, another third Millennials in the middle managerial layer, and the rest 
dominated by Gen Z in operational layers and new digital teams.

Their initial approach was to launch an internal campaign that was strongly "Gen 
Z friendly," with short videos, hashtags, and young ambassadors. The result was a 
disaster.  Boomers and Gen X felt  excluded, and within two months an incident 
occurred that became known internally as "the silent refusal": the predominantly 
senior branch teams subtly slowed pilot execution. The change leaders reset the 
strategy. They created three message clusters: for the senior layer, focus on how 
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transformation strengthened the legacy built over decades. For Millennials, focus on 
career and leadership opportunities in the new era. For Gen Z, focus on the pride of 
working at  a  relevant  institution.  Each message was  packaged in  formats  and 
channels appropriate to its audience.

More importantly, they formed a transformation committee deliberately staffed 
by figures from all four generations. A senior director in their sixties sat next to a Gen 
Z analyst in his twenties. Not for symbolic reasons, but to make decisions together. It 
was uncomfortable at first, but after six months the committee became a machine 
producing decisions of much higher quality and adoption than the older model.

Mistakes to Avoid

Some common mistakes in leading multigenerational teams that change leaders 
should avoid.

• Assuming younger generations are more ready for change. This is often untrue. 
Many Gen Z are actually resistant to change that threatens their work-life balance, 
while many Boomers with experience navigating crises are more ready to shift.

• Prioritizing the younger generation in order to appear modern. This breeds 
resentment in the senior layer and sends the wrong signal to the entire organization.

• Treating generational differences as merely about technology. The differences 
run  deeper,  encompassing  values,  the  meaning  of  work,  and  expectations  of 
authority.

• Imposing a single communication style as "professional." Professionalism can 
take many forms, and an organization flexible in form is often stronger in substance.

Chapter Summary

Leading multigenerational  teams in transformation requires recognizing that 
four  generations  carry  different  assumptions  about  authority,  tempo,  loyalty, 
contribution,  and  communication.  Five  practices  that  often  help  are  making 
assumptions  explicit,  reverse  mentoring,  multidimensional  rituals,  matching 
channels to purpose, and a multifaceted transformation language. Wise leaders do 
not prioritize one generation but design a system that honours every generation's 
contribution while directing all of them toward a common goal.

Reflection Questions

•  What  is  the  generational  composition  of  your  team?  Which  generation  is 
currently receiving the least attention?

• Is there a generational conflict happening in your team? Which of the five 
patterns is most relevant?

•Which of the five practices is most worth trying in the next three months?
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Chapter 6 Reframing Saving Face
Building a culture of safe experimentation in a context that values honour and the 
preservation of dignity.

What Saving Face Really Means

The concept of saving face is often misunderstood in Western literature. It is 
reduced  to  merely  avoiding  embarrassment,  or,  worse,  to  a  way  of  covering 
mistakes. This understanding misses the deeper substance. Saving face in many 
Asian cultures is about preserving social harmony, protecting the collective honour 
of a group, and keeping space for individuals to recover from mistakes without losing 
their dignity.

Understanding this nuance matters because naive approaches often make things 
worse. A consultant who says "we must eliminate the saving-face culture here" is 
often greeted with surface friendliness and very effective resistance behind the 
scenes. A wiser approach is to understand the function of saving face, then design 
space for safe experimentation and failure without disturbing that function.

Four Functions of Saving Face Often Overlooked

Saving face performs several important functions that shallow analysis tends to 
overlook. First, it preserves team cohesion. When a team member makes a mistake 
and that mistake is not announced to the entire organization, the member can 
recover and continue contributing. Without this mechanism, small mistakes can 
become long-term destroyers of self-confidence.

Second,  it  protects  groups  from  disproportionate  reputational  damage.  A 
department that experiences failure can lose access to important projects for years if 
the failure is broadcast. Saving face provides space for internal healing before the 
group returns to the broader stage.

Third, it helps maintain functional hierarchy. Leaders publicly humiliated lose the 
authority needed to lead. Even when a leader truly made a mistake, there is wisdom 
in correcting it privately so that authority does not collapse and the organization 
does not enter a leadership vacuum.

Fourth, it creates a structure for deeper accountability. In many Asian contexts, 
the person who makes a mistake is expected to bear the consequences internally, 
with deep reflection, and with a commitment to self-improvement. Accountability 
forced publicly often produces defensive responses, while private accountability 
often produces substantive change.

Once these functions are understood, the problem becomes clearer. The obstacle 
to transformation is not saving face itself, but the distortions of saving face that turn 
into permanent covers for failure or that block healthy collective learning.
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Distortions That Must Be Addressed

Distortion 1: Costly Silence

The most common distortion occurs when mistakes are hidden not only from the 
public but also from internal learning. Teams choose silence out of fear of being 
shamed, and as a result the same mistakes recur in different places. A bank once 
experienced the same technical incident four times in two years, in four different 
divisions, because each division chose to handle it internally without sharing lessons.

Distortion 2: Excessive Protective Layering

The second distortion occurs when management layers seeking to protect their 
superiors filter negative information before it reaches decision-makers. The result is 
that  executives  often see an overly  bright  picture,  and their  decisions  are  not 
responsive to actual problems on the ground.

Distortion 3: Experiments That Are Never Started

The third distortion is avoiding experimentation altogether because the risk of 
failure is considered too high. New digital teams meant to drive innovation choose 
the safe path, replicating practices proven to work and avoiding ideas with high 
potential but real risk of failure.

The Core Concept: Bounded Safe Spaces

The solution is not to abolish saving face but to create what I call bounded safe 
spaces. These are specific spaces within the organization where experimentation, 
failure, and open reflection are permitted, with clear limits on the consequences for 
individual reputation.

Three principles form the foundation. First, clear boundaries. Not everything in 
the organization needs to be a safe space. The strength of a safe space comes 
precisely from its boundaries. Teams trust that failure inside the safe space is not 
punished precisely because, outside it, standards remain high.

Second,  consistent  rituals.  A  safe  space  is  not  just  a  policy,  but  a  practice 
repeated. Routine postmortems focused on systems, not individuals.  Cross-team 
learning  sessions  focused  on  what  failed  and  why.  Forums  where  executives 
themselves  recount  their  biggest  mistakes,  signalling  that  openness  is  a  norm 
starting at the top.

Third, real protection. Team members who report problems or admit mistakes 
must see with their own eyes that the consequences are not negative. Conversely, 
team members who hide problems and are eventually found out must face real 
consequences.  Without  consistent  protection  and  consequence,  the  safe  space 
becomes a poster concept rather than a reality.
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Five Concrete Practices

14.  Premortems before  major  projects.  This  is  a  session in  which the team 
assumes the project will fail at the end, and each person imagines what the main 
cause would be. The format surfaces hidden concerns without making anyone look 
negative, because everyone is criticizing the project together.

15. Failure demos that are celebrated. Healthy digital teams often hold monthly 
demo sessions where each team presents experiments that did not work and what 
they learned.  Senior executives who attend these demos and applaud carefully 
reasoned failures send a powerful signal that experimentation is valued.

16.  Anonymous  early,  open  later.  Some  feedback  processes  work  better 
anonymously at first, becoming open as the team grows more comfortable. Cultural 
surveys begin with guarantees of anonymity. After the results are openly discussed 
for several cycles, many teams voluntarily choose non-anonymous options because 
they already feel safe.

17. Postmortems focused on systems, not individuals. A format that often works: 
every failure is analyzed with the question "What in the system made this failure 
possible?"  rather  than  "Who  is  at  fault?"  This  does  not  eliminate  individual 
accountability but places it in the context of the larger system.

18.  Vulnerability  from the top.  Executives  who occasionally  share stories  of 
significant career mistakes and what they learned create powerful social permission. 
But this must be honest, not cosmetic. Stories that are too polished, with comfortable 
happy endings, often backfire. Stories that still carry uncertainty, that still hold pain, 
are more believable.

When Saving Face Actually Helps

Part of glo-cal wisdom is knowing when saving face actually helps transformation. 
A few examples.

First, when senior figures are asked to change their views. Giving them room to 
change their minds without having to admit they were wrong before often enables 
faster transitions. Phrases such as "the context has changed" or "new data has 
emerged" provide elegant exits.

Second, when conflict between two groups must be resolved. Good mediators in 
Asia often use saving face as an instrument, giving both parties a narrative that 
allows them to leave with dignity intact. Solutions that crush one side rarely endure; 
solutions both sides can live with last longer.

Third, when the organization must release a failed initiative. Stopping a major 
project is a painful decision, and the teams involved often feel their professional 
identity is threatened. Wise leaders find ways to close the project without closing 

33



The Future Fit Asian AI Organization

their  people's  careers,  with  transitions  that  preserve  dignity  and  honour  the 
contributions made.

Chapter Summary

Saving face  is  not  the  enemy of  transformation  but  a  cultural  feature  with 
important functions. The task of change leaders is not to eliminate it, but to address 
its distortions while creating bounded safe spaces in which experimentation and 
open  reflection  are  permitted.  Five  concrete  practices  that  often  work  are 
premortems, celebrated failure demos, the combination of anonymous and open 
feedback, system-focused postmortems, and vulnerability from the top. Wise leaders 
also know when saving face becomes a useful tool, especially in transitions involving 
changes of view, conflict resolution, or the wind-down of initiatives.

Reflection Questions

•  Which  of  the  three  distortions  of  saving  face  do  you  see  most  in  your 
organization?

•Are there safe-space rituals already running? How is their quality, and what can 
be strengthened?

• When did you last, as a leader, share a significant mistake with your team? What 
was the impact?
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PART III

EXECUTION
From transformation myths that must be dismantled, to blueprints rooted in local 
context, then leveraging informal networks as the fastest channel of adoption.
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Chapter 7 It Is Not About Technology
Why seven of every ten transformation projects miss their targets, and what 
distinguishes the three that succeed.

A Statistic Often Quoted, Rarely Understood

Over the past decade, almost every digital- transformation conference has cited 
the same number: roughly seventy percent of major transformation projects fail to 
meet their targets. This figure appears in reports from McKinsey, BCG, Forrester, 
and  many  other  researchers.  Although  definitions  of  failure  vary  and  exact 
percentages fluctuate, the pattern is consistent: most transformations do not deliver 
what was promised. What is interesting is not the number but why it persists. If the 
transformation industry has existed for two decades, the success rate should have 
risen with the accumulation of knowledge. But in reality, the failure rate is relatively 
stable. Something is systemic.

After speaking with hundreds of leaders across Asia about their transformation 
projects, one pattern emerges clearly. Most failures were not caused by the wrong 
technology.  The technology chosen was usually  adequate,  sometimes excellent. 
What failed was the organizational layer surrounding the technology: how decisions 
were made, how people were engaged, and how the culture absorbed or rejected the 
new.

In other words, digital transformation is rarely about digital. It is about how an 
organization changes, with technology as the catalyst. Those that fail tend to forget 
this  part  and  treat  transformation  as  an  IT  project  managed  with  IT-project 
methodology.

Three Myths to Dismantle

Myth 1: Digital Transformation Is an IT Project

This is the most common myth and the most damaging. Many organizations hand 
transformation responsibility to the CIO or CTO, with a team of engineers and 
project managers. They run the project like any other large IT effort, with a PMO, a 
RAID log, and a steering committee.

The  problem  is  that  successful  digital  transformation  requires  substantive 
change in nearly every function: how finance manages money, how HR manages 
talent, how operations manages process, how sales manages customers. None of 
these are IT problems. They are organizational problems supported by IT.

Leaders who recognize this place transformation in the hands of executives with 
cross-functional authority, often at CEO or CFO level. The CIO becomes a strategic 
partner, not the sole owner. Transformation teams include a mix of backgrounds: 
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business analysts, change managers, communication specialists, technologists. This 
composition is often more effective than a pure IT team.

Myth 2: The Right Technology Is Half the Battle

The second myth is the belief that choosing the right technology wins half the 
battle. In reality, technology selection is often only ten to twenty percent of the work. 
The remainder is implementation, adoption, and ongoing optimization.

I once saw two companies in the same industry choose the exact same platform. 
One produced significant transformation in three years. The other spent three years 
with minimal results. The difference was not the technology, but how they managed 
the change around it.

The lesson is sharp: technology choice matters, but do not spend twelve months 
in technology evaluation while ignoring the organizational work that accompanies it. 
Choose well enough, then begin. Many things will be revealed in implementation 
that cannot be predicted in evaluation.

Myth 3: Once the System Goes Live, the Work Is Done

The third myth is the assumption that go-live is the end of the project. In fact, go-
live is the beginning. Real adoption, process optimization, and the extraction of 
business value often take one to three years after go-live. Teams disbanded after go-
live leave the organization with a system used only on the surface, with processes 
that have not truly changed.

Wise  leaders  design  the  post-launch  organization  from  the  start.  Who  will 
continue  to  drive  adoption?  Who  will  measure  business  impact  and  optimize 
configuration? Who will handle training for the second and third waves of users? 
Without clear answers to these questions, large project investments can disappear 
quickly.

Four Pillars of Successful Transformation

Pillar 1: Clear and Measurable Goals

Transformations are often described in abstract words: "becoming a more agile 
organization,"  "improving  customer  experience,"  "optimizing  operations."  These 
phrases sound good but cannot be measured. Without clear measurement, teams do 
not know whether they are succeeding, and executives do not know when to invest 
more or pull back.

Effective goals meet three criteria.  First,  quantitatively measurable.  Second, 
linked to real business impact, not just process output. Third, broken into smaller 
milestones with reasonable timelines. For example: "reduce customer onboarding 
time from seven days to forty-eight hours, while maintaining NPS above seventy, 
achieved within twelve months."
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Pillar 2: Active and Consistent Sponsors

Effective  sponsors  do  not  merely  attend  kickoffs  and  monthly  steering 
committees. They are active in weekly team meetings, make hard decisions when 
escalations  arrive,  and  provide  political  cover  for  the  team  to  work  without 
interference from parallel agendas.

Sign of an effective sponsor: the team knows it can call the sponsor directly when 
problems arise and that the sponsor will respond within twenty-four hours. Sign of 
an ineffective sponsor: the team knows it must produce a polished slide deck for the 
monthly meeting so the sponsor does not worry.

Pillar 3: The Right Team With the Right Mandate

The best transformation teams are not the largest. Often, small teams of people 
with clear expertise and mandate beat large teams full of consensus. Compositions 
that often work: a team leader with executive weight, two to three business leads 
from  related  functions,  one  to  two  technical  architects,  a  change  manager,  a 
communication lead, and an efficient PMO. The mandate must be clear: what the 
team can decide on its own, what requires escalation, and to whom. Teams forced to 
escalate every small decision become overloaded and slow. Teams that feel they can 
decide anything will collide with stakeholders.

Pillar 4: Multilayered, Continuous Communication

Many transformations fail because communication follows a one-way broadcast 
pattern:  a  big  announcement  at  the  start,  then  silence,  then  another  big 
announcement. But effective transformation communication is an ongoing dialogue 
with multiple audiences.

Four important layers of  communication:  a strategic layer to the board and 
executives, a managerial layer to department heads, an operational layer to teams 
affected daily,  and a  public  layer  to  customers,  partners,  and regulators  when 
relevant. Each layer needs purpose- designed messaging, different cadences, and 
appropriate channels.

Diagnosis: Will Your Transformation Fail?

As a leader or member of a transformation team, it helps to make periodic honest 
diagnoses. The following seven questions are early indicators that often predict 
failure.

19.  Can the goal  of  the transformation be summarized in a single sentence 
understood by everyone on the team?

20. Are there at least three executive sponsors actively engaged, not merely 
named?

21. Does the transformation team have direct access to end users for solution 
validation, or does it speak only with process owners?
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22. Is communication to employees scheduled at least monthly, with substantive 
content rather than mere status updates?

23.Are adoption metrics measured and reported, separate from project-delivery 
metrics? 24. Is there an explicit plan for the twelve months after go-live, with team 
and budget allocated?

25. Can senior executives name three potential  transformation risks without 
consulting documents, along with the mitigations already in place?

If more than two questions are answered no, there is a structural vulnerability 
that needs to be addressed quickly. Many large projects that fail in the second year 
showed warning signs in the first four to six months, if anyone had been willing to 
read them.

Mini Case Study: Three Trajectories, Three Outcomes

Three Asian insurance companies I observed between 2021 and 2024 illustrate 
the differentiating factors well. Company A chose a best-in-class platform. They 
formed a large IT team for implementation, with a strict PMO. After two years, the 
system went live on time and on budget. But adoption in branch teams was only forty 
percent  after  six  months.  Branch  teams  still  used  old  spreadsheets  for  many 
processes because they had never truly been involved in design. The CEO sponsor 
had moved on to other priorities. After three years, adoption climbed to sixty-five 
percent, but the promised business value was not achieved.

Company  B  chose  a  simpler  platform.  They  formed  a  cross-functional 
transformation team led by the COO rather than the CIO. The team visited the field 
regularly, ran workshops with branch teams, and iterated solutions before go-live. 
Weekly communication to the entire organization was consistent. After two years, 
the system went live with eighty-seven percent adoption in branch teams within 
three  months.  The  targeted  business  value  was  achieved  in  the  second  year. 
Company C chose the same platform as Company A but took an approach closer to 
Company B's. They added one important practice: every quarter, ten percent of the 
transformation team rotated to operational roles in the field, to feel directly the 
impact of what they were designing. The practice produced an extremely empathetic 
team and design decisions highly sensitive to operational reality. The result: ninety-
two percent adoption within six months, and business value exceeded.

The main lesson from these three trajectories is straightforward. The technology 
chosen by Companies A and C was identical. What differentiated their outcomes was 
their approach to the people and processes around it. Even identical technology can 
produce  vastly  different  results  depending  on  the  quality  of  organizational 
execution.
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Chapter Summary

Most transformation failures are not caused by the wrong technology, but by 
organizations  that  fail  to  manage  the  change  around it.  Three  myths  must  be 
dismantled: that transformation is an IT project, that technology choice is half the 
battle,  and  that  go-live  is  the  end.  Four  pillars  distinguish  successful 
transformations: clear and measurable goals, active sponsors, the right team with 
the right mandate, and continuous multilayered communication. Honest diagnosis 
through seven key questions can often predict failure long before it happens.

Reflection Questions

• Of the seven diagnostic questions, how many can you answer "yes" for the 
transformation you are running?

• Which of the three myths still lives in your organization? How can you dismantle 
it concretely?

•  Which of  the  four  pillars  is  weakest  right  now? What  is  the  first  step to 
strengthen it?
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Chapter 8 A Blueprint Rooted in 
Local Soil
Building a realistic roadmap for the Asian context, from strategic ambition to 
weekly execution.

Why Standard Roadmaps Often Fail

Most transformation books present similar roadmap frameworks: vision, gap 
analysis, target architecture, implementation roadmap, change-management plan. 
The framework is intellectually correct, but often insufficient. What is missing are 
three elements characteristic of the Asian context: a power map, a culture map, and 
an external-signal map.

Leaders  who  design  a  roadmap  without  these  three  maps  often  produce 
technically brilliant but politically naive documents. They schedule major decisions 
at sensitive moments. They place key figures in positions where they lose face. They 
ignore regulators' agendas that will shape the market in two quarters. The result is a 
roadmap intended to last two years that is forced into total revision in six months.

Three Layers of the Blueprint

Layer 1: The Strategic Blueprint

The highest layer is the strategic blueprint. It answers three basic questions. 
First, why are we doing this transformation? The answer must move beyond generic 
phrasing  and  connect  to  real  threats  and  opportunities.  Second,  what  will  be 
different at the end? The answer must be concrete, imaginable, and tied to business 
impact. Third, what will not change? The third question is often forgotten, but it is 
very important in the Asian context, where the stability of organizational identity has 
high value. The strategic blueprint should ideally fit on one page. Not because there 
is nothing deeper to say, but because clarity is more valuable than completeness at 
this level. Executives making daily decisions need a compass, not an encyclopedia.

Layer 2: The Execution Blueprint

The second layer translates strategy into concrete initiatives that can be run. 
Here a map of initiatives, sequence, and dependencies appears. The practice that 
often works is to divide the roadmap into three horizons.

Horizon one, zero to twelve months, focuses on quick proof. The aim is not to 
complete the transformation but to create small wins that build momentum and 
credibility. Two or three initiatives that can be completed in six months with visible 
impact.

Horizon two, twelve to twenty-four months, focuses on structural change. Larger 
initiatives are run, core systems are renewed, and main processes are restructured. 
Risk in this horizon is higher, but momentum from horizon one has cleared the way.
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Horizon three, twenty-four months and beyond, focuses on new capabilities. By 
this stage, the organization has built a digital foundation enabling capabilities that 
did not exist before: AI models trained on internal data, digital partner ecosystems, 
products and services born in digital soil.

Layer 3: The Experimentation Blueprint

The third layer is often missing from conventional roadmaps, yet very important. 
It is the experimentation blueprint, a list of pilots and experiments to be run to test 
assumptions before major commitments. Every major initiative in the execution layer 
should ideally be preceded by one to three small  experiments testing the most 
critical assumptions.

Good experiments  have  three  characteristics.  First,  low cost  relative  to  the 
commitment  being  validated.  Second,  results  that  can  be  read  clearly,  not 
ambiguously. Third, predetermined commitments about what will be done if the 
result is positive and what will be done if it is negative. Without this pre-commitment, 
experiments often become theatre, the results always interpreted to justify decisions 
already made.

Three Maps That Are Often Missing

The Power Map

The power map describes who has influence over the success of a transformation, 
both formally and informally. Categories can be divided into four: holders of formal 
authority, holders of critical knowledge, holders of key relationships, and holders of 
sentiment in the field.

Holders of formal authority are CEOs, boards, and senior executives. They are 
visible. Holders of critical knowledge are individuals who command information or 
skills that are hard to replace. Often they are at middle layers, not senior but not 
ignorable.  Holders  of  key  relationships  are  bamboo-network  nodes  inside  the 
organization, who can open or close informal doors. Holders of sentiment in the field 
are field supervisors and team leads who shape operational mood.

Wise  transformation  leaders  map  all  four  categories,  then  design  specific 
engagement strategies for each. There is no use spending eighty percent of one's 
time with formal-authority holders if sentiment holders in the field are ignored.

The Culture Map

The culture map describes the cultural elements of the organization that will 
support or hinder transformation. Key questions: which rituals must be preserved so 
identity does not waver? Which norms need to shift so transformation becomes 
possible? Which stories are repeated, and what are their implicit messages? An 
approach that often works: do not attack culture frontally. Instead, add new rituals 
alongside old ones. Allow both to coexist for several cycles. Gradually, the new ritual 

42



The Future Fit Asian AI Organization

will feel natural, and the old will be used by those who need it without forcing it on 
others. This strategy is slower on the surface but far more durable than a single-
replacement strategy.

The External-Signal Map

The  external-signal  map  tracks  changes  outside  the  organization  that  will 
influence the roadmap. Categories include: regulatory direction, competitor moves, 
customer behaviour, and global technology trends. In Asia, the regulatory category 
is often the most important, because policy changes can alter the viability of an 
initiative overnight.

A  mechanism  that  often  works:  the  transformation  team  has  a  permanent 
member  responsible  for  tracking the  external-signal  map,  with  monthly  review 
cadences  involving senior  executives.  Signals  caught  early  often provide six  to 
twelve months to respond before the change becomes reality.

Anti-Patterns to Avoid

• A roadmap that is too detailed at the start. A twenty-four-month roadmap with 
daily schedules often becomes fiction that must be revised completely within three 
months. High detail in the near horizon, directional principles in the far.

• A roadmap with no rest moments. Human teams cannot sprint for two years 
without rest. Good roadmaps have consolidation points every four to six months, 
where teams review, reflect, and adjust.

• A roadmap locked from the start  with no adaptation mechanism. Markets 
change,  regulations  change,  executive  priorities  change.  Good  roadmaps  have 
governance that allows structured adaptation, rather than following the original 
plan until it crashes into reality.

•A roadmap that becomes a PowerPoint project. If the roadmap lives only on 
slides for monthly meetings, and execution teams do not use it as daily guidance, 
there is a serious problem. Good roadmaps are living documents used by many 
people every week.

Exercise: Building Your Blueprint

For readers designing transformation, the following exercise often works as a 
starting point.

26. Write your strategic blueprint on one page. Why, what will be different, what 
will not change.

27. Map critical initiatives across the three horizons. For horizon one, choose two 
to three initiatives that can produce wins in six months. 28. For each horizon-two 
initiative,  identify  one  to  two  experiments  that  will  test  the  most  critical 
assumptions.
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29. Build a power map, a culture map, and an external-signal map. Identify the 
three biggest risks from each.

30. Set a strict review cadence. Weekly for team operations, monthly for steering, 
quarterly for senior executives, semi-annually for the board.

Chapter Summary

An  effective  transformation  blueprint  in  Asia  has  three  layers:  strategic, 
execution, and experimentation. In addition, the blueprint must be supported by 
three maps often missing: a power map, a culture map, and an external-signal map. 
Anti-patterns to avoid include over- detail at the start, the absence of rest moments, 
rigidity  against  adaptation,  and  reducing  the  roadmap to  PowerPoint  material. 
Leaders  who  design  with  this  framework  increase  the  chance  of  producing 
transformation that endures.

Reflection Questions

•Can your current transformation blueprint be summarized in one page? What 
would you remove if you had to?

•  Are  there  horizon-two  initiatives  that  have  not  gone  through  preceding 
experiments? What risks does that create?

• Which of the three maps is least visible in your organization? How can you map 
it this month?
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Chapter 9 The Bamboo Network as 
an Adoption Channel
Turning the informal network often viewed as an obstacle into the fastest engine of  
adoption.

Why Formal Communication Is Not Enough

Imagine a transformation announcement released through a corporate email. 
Compelling subject, clear content, signed by the CEO. On day one, readership is 
high. On day two, it has dropped. By the second week, many people have forgotten 
the details. By the second month, when consequences begin to show on the ground, 
many claim never to have read the announcement. Leaders new to this experience 
are often frustrated. They thought a clear message through a formal channel would 
suffice. But in Asian organizations, formal channels reach only the cognitive layer. 
The layer of belief and commitment requires a different channel.

That channel is often the bamboo network. Stories that circulate in corridors 
travel faster than corporate emails. Trust in change is built in informal meetings, 
over lunch, in conversations after working hours. Leaders who ignore this channel 
often find their messages distorted or ignored, while those who use it find adoption 
moving faster than the original plan.

Mapping the Internal Bamboo Network

The first step is to understand the bamboo network in your organization. This is 
not a formal task but patient observation. Three techniques that often work.

Technique 1: Communication-Network Analysis

Some  modern  organizations  use  internal  communication  analysis,  with 
appropriate privacy consent, to see who most often contacts whom. The results are 
often surprising: people with high titles in the organizational chart are not always 
the centres of real communication, while seemingly ordinary mid-level people turn 
out to be the centres of information flow.

For organizations without such tools, the alternative is a simple network survey. 
Ask employees: who are the three people you most rely on for context and advice 
when facing a difficult situation? Not those you report to, but those you ask. The 
accumulated answers describe the actual network of trust.

Technique 2: Observing Informal Rituals

Informal  rituals  such  as  lunches,  the  morning  coffee  habit,  or  birthday 
celebrations in departments often hint at who forms the core of the network. Leaders 
who want to map the bamboo network often attend these gatherings regularly, not 
for small talk, but to observe social patterns.

45



The Future Fit Asian AI Organization

Useful  observations:  who  automatically  becomes  the  centre  of  conversation 
without effort? Who is sought when someone has a complicated question? Who 
farewells many people when going on leave? Who is missed when not present? These 
signs often reveal important nodes in the network.

Technique 3: The Rumour Test

The third method is simple but effective. Spread a slightly interesting but non-
sensitive piece of information, for example a tentative plan for a small office-policy 
change, to several people you suspect are bamboo-network nodes. Then observe how 
quickly the information spreads and in what direction. Those who spread it fastest 
and farthest are often important nodes.

An ethical note: this technique must not be used to spread misleading or harmful 
information. Its purpose is mapping, not manipulation. Many senior leaders naturally 
have intuition about who these nodes are, without needing formal experiments.

Four Different Types of Nodes

Once mapped, you will find that bamboo-network nodes are not a uniform group. 
Four types are common, each requiring a different engagement approach.

Type 1: The Connector

Connectors are people who link many others. They may not have deep technical 
knowledge, but they have broad networks. For them, effective treatment is to give 
them information they can spread, and explicitly recognize their role as bridges. 
Connectors  are  often  happy  to  be  bearers  of  good  news,  and  transformation 
messages that make them look helpful tend to travel fast.

Type 2: The Maven

Mavens are people considered expert in a particular topic. Their opinions carry 
weight in their field of expertise, and many people validate decisions by asking them. 
For them, effective treatment is to involve them at the design stage, not only at 
socialization. Mavens who feel their views are ignored often become obstacles, while 
those who feel their views are valued often become very persuasive advocates.

Type 3: The Persuader

Persuaders have a natural gift for changing other people's minds. They may not 
hold high titles, but people often make decisions after speaking with them. For 
persuaders, effective treatment is to provide them with authentic stories and a 
strong argument framework, then give them room to shape the message in their own 
style. Stiff written messages often do not suit them.

Type 4: The Influential Sceptic

This type is often overlooked, although very important. Influential sceptics are 
people known to be critical, and precisely for that reason their opinion is respected. 
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When they support something, many people consider it serious validation, because 
they are not easily swayed. For them, effective treatment is serious, honest dialogue, 
not polished PR. Sceptics who eventually support transformation after substantive 
dialogue are exceptional assets.

Strategy for Activating the Bamboo Network

Once you understand the nodes, the next step is to design a systematic activation 
strategy.

Stage 1: Quiet Engagement

The first stage occurs three to six months before the official  transformation 
announcement. At this stage, executives and project leaders meet one-on-one with 
important nodes, discussing ideas, listening to perspectives, and subtly planting 
story seeds. The goal is not to sell, but to understand and build trust.

A practice that often works:  a minimum of twenty one-on-one conversations 
before the major announcement, each at least forty-five minutes, with nodes spread 
across various parts of the organization. Notes from each conversation become 
important input for refining the plan before announcement.

Stage 2: Soft Launch

The second stage is announcement to a limited circle, usually managerial layers 
and the bamboo-network nodes already engaged at stage one. This is the moment 
when they are given deeper context, asked for their views, and invited to be co-
authors of the narrative to be delivered to the wider organization.

A good soft launch is unhurried. Allow one to two weeks for this wave to absorb, 
ask questions, and provide feedback. Final adjustments based on this feedback often 
prove more valuable than months of planning analysis.

Stage 3: Public Announcement

The  third  stage  is  the  internal  public  announcement.  The  strength  of  this 
structure is that, when the announcement happens, many important nodes in the 
organization already have deep context, have been consulted, and are likely already 
in  supportive  positions.  When  their  colleagues  ask  them,  the  answers  are 
confirmation, not doubt.

Stage 4: Sustained Activation

The  final  stage  is  sustained  activation  throughout  the  transformation.  The 
bamboo network is  not  switched on at  the start  and abandoned.  Members are 
continuously  engaged:  invited  to  retreats,  given  exclusive  updates,  asked  for 
feedback at key moments. This social investment often determines whether early 
momentum lasts to the second and third stages of transformation.
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Ethics and Boundaries

There is one important caveat in using the bamboo network. The approach can 
appear manipulative if not done with integrity. Several ethical principles must be 
honoured.

• Do not give different information to bamboo- network nodes than to the broader 
audience.  What  differs  is  timing,  depth,  and  opportunity  for  dialogue,  not  the 
substance of the message.

• Do not use nodes to spread misleading or demeaning information about other 
parties. Every ethical compromise here will be exposed sooner or later, and the 
reputational cost is high.

•  Do  not  replace  formal  communication  with  informal  communication.  The 
bamboo network complements; it does not replace. Employees still have a right to 
receive official information through official channels.

• Respect the choice of nodes who do not want to be involved. Some people are 
simply not comfortable being conduits of organizational messaging, and that is a 
legitimate choice.

Chapter Summary

The bamboo network is an informal trust network often more powerful than 
formal  structures  in  shaping  transformation  adoption.  Mapping  this  network 
through communication analysis, ritual observation, and the rumour test is the first 
step. Four common node types are connectors, mavens, persuaders, and influential 
sceptics,  each requiring different  engagement.  A  systematic  activation strategy 
consists of four stages: quiet engagement, soft launch, public announcement, and 
sustained activation. Ethics must be honoured firmly so the approach does not slip 
into manipulation that destroys credibility.

Reflection Questions

• Who are the five most important bamboo- network nodes in your organization? 
How is your relationship with them today?

• Are there influential sceptics you avoid because of discomfort? How can you 
approach them substantively?

• At what stage is your transformation now? Is the rhythm too fast or too slow for 
healthy bamboo- network activation?
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PART IV

CASE STUDIES
Four stories that bind every concept in concrete practice: from change 
management, cloud-native transformation, AI adoption in factories, to family 
conglomerates navigating disruption.
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Chapter 10 Change Management, 
Asian Style
From compliance to commitment, from forced adoption to adoption that takes root.

Why Classical Models Often Stumble

The classical change-management models often taught in business schools come 
from a Western context. Kotter with his eight steps, Lewin with unfreeze-change- 
refreeze, ADKAR with the sequence from awareness to reinforcement, all  carry 
strong intellectual value. But when applied raw in Asian organizations, they often 
produce friction that is hard to explain.

In my observation, the friction is rooted in a hidden assumption inside Western 
models:  that  the  individual  is  the  smallest  unit  of  change.  Kotter  speaks  of 
individuals who must feel urgency. ADKAR speaks of individuals who must possess 
awareness, desire, knowledge, ability, and reinforcement. The assumption works 
well in more individualistic cultures.

In many Asian contexts, the actual unit of change is the group, not the individual. 
Employees do not change merely because each person is convinced, but because 
their group moves. Designing change strategy that targets individuals one by one 
often misses how real change happens here.

Four Mindset Shifts

Shift 1: From Individual Champions to Core Teams

The Western approach often hunts for champions, individual influencers who will 
become advocates of change. The Asian approach is often more effective when it 
focuses on core teams, small groups that already have close working relationships 
and mutual trust. When the core team moves together, other team members follow 
because of group bonds, not because one individual persuaded them.

A practice that often works: identify three to five teams already recognized for 
their solidarity, and make them the first pilots. Rather than picking individuals from 
various teams as champions. An entire successful team becomes a stronger story 
than an individual succeeding within a team that is still hesitant.

Shift 2: From Forcing Urgency to Building Narrative

Kotter teaches creating a sense of urgency as the first step. But in many Asian 
cultures, forced urgency is often met with silent resistance, because it is considered 
impolite to provoke fear or alarm. What is more effective is building a narrative that 
places the change within the long story of the organization.

An effective narrative touches three elements: where we came from, where we 
are now, and where we must go to remain faithful to a larger mission. The narrative 
honours the past, acknowledges the present, and points forward without resorting to 
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fear. Boomers in the organization feel respected because the past is acknowledged. 
Younger generations feel inspired because there is direction ahead.

Shift 3: From Rapid Wins to Layered Wins

Much Western literature emphasizes rapid wins, quick victories within three to 
six months. The aim is to build momentum by showing that change produces results. 
This is valid, but in Asia there is an important added nuance.

Effective wins in Asia are not only fast, but layered. The first layer: measurable 
business  results.  The  second  layer:  collective  recognition  for  the  contributing 
groups.  The third layer:  reinforcement of  the larger narrative about where the 
organization is going. Without the second and third layers, quick wins often feel like 
numbers on a slide, not something that touches the heart.

Shift 4: From Refreeze to Continuous Renewal

Lewin spoke of refreeze, the consolidation of change so that it becomes the new 
normal. But in this era, the assumption that there is a refreeze moment is outdated. 
Change has become constant, and organizations that try to freeze a new state often 
fall behind when context shifts again.

A  more  fitting  concept  is  continuous  renewal,  the  organization  that  builds 
capability  to  keep changing without  burnout.  In  Asia,  this  concept  has  natural 
analogies in traditions that value organic growth and seasonal renewal. Rice farmers 
never refreeze after harvest; they immediately prepare for the next season. This 
philosophy can become a more natural language for ongoing transformation than the 
industrial Western metaphor.

Three Stages of Commitment Transition

One practical framework I often use is to map each stakeholder group's position 
across three stages of commitment transition.

Stage 1: Compliance

At this stage, people do what is asked because they are ordered to, or because 
they fear consequences. They do no more than required. When the boss is not 
watching, they revert to old habits. KPIs are met on the surface, but without inner 
conviction.

Signs of compliance: teams follow new procedures but complain in informal 
conversations. System adoption appears high in formal measurements but low in 
substantive use. The questions that arise are more often "how do I avoid getting 
trapped by this" than "how do I take advantage of this."
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Stage 2: Engagement

At this stage, people begin to see the benefits of change and want to be more 
actively involved. They ask substantive questions, give constructive feedback, and 
willingly try new practices. But they have not yet become active advocates for others.

Signs of engagement: teams begin to suggest improvements to the new system. 
Adoption  rises  not  only  in  formal  metrics  but  also  in  advanced-feature  use. 
Discussions in team meetings begin to integrate new ways of thinking into analyses 
of old problems.

Stage 3: Commitment

At this stage, people become active supporters, even when not observed. They 
influence  colleagues,  recruit  new  members,  and  contribute  ideas  for  further 
development. They see the success of the transformation as part of their professional 
identity.

Signs of commitment: team members initiate small projects without being asked. 
They invite still-hesitant colleagues through informal conversations. They proudly 
tell outsiders that they are part of an organization that is changing.

Five Operational Practices

31.  Build  a  commitment-transition  scorecard  reviewed  quarterly.  For  each 
stakeholder  group,  estimate  the  distribution  across  compliance-  engagement-
commitment, then track the shift. A healthy target is a shift of ten to fifteen percent 
from compliance to engagement each quarter in the first year of transformation.

32.Invest in middle managers. This layer is often the greatest influence on the 
transition  from  compliance  to  engagement.  Executives  often  focus  on  fellow 
executives, and digital teams focus on operational employees. The middle layer is 
often starved for attention and becomes the main leakage point. 33. Use rituals of 
collective recognition. Individual awards have their place, but collective awards that 
celebrate teams or departments often have greater impact in Asia. Teams whose 
group is honoured guard their collective reputation through better execution.

34. Provide space for grieving. Every major change means abandoning an old 
way, and with it comes an element of loss. Rituals that acknowledge the contribution 
of  the  old  way,  such as  farewell  events  for  retired  systems,  often  provide  the 
emotional closure needed before commitment to the new way can form.

35. Track the narrative circulating in corridors. Quantitative surveys have limits; 
the  language  employees  use  when  discussing  transformation  in  informal 
conversations is often more accurate. Wise leaders assign several team members to 
listen and report on emerging themes, anonymously, as input to communication 
strategy.
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Chapter Summary

Change management Asian style requires four mindset shifts: from individual 
champions to core teams, from forcing urgency to building narrative, from rapid 
wins to layered wins, and from refreeze to continuous renewal. The three-stage 
commitment-transition  framework,  compliance  to  engagement  to  commitment, 
provides a concrete way to measure and drive the shift. Five operational practices 
that often work are the transition scorecard, investment in middle managers, rituals 
of collective recognition, space for grieving, and tracking the corridor narrative.

Reflection Questions

•At what stage is the majority of your team now: compliance, engagement, or 
commitment? How do you know?

• Is there a ritual of collective recognition already running in your organization? 
How is its quality?

•What old way is your organization leaving behind, and is there enough space to 
grieve it?
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Chapter 11 Case Study: Banking 
Toward Cloud- Native
How a mid-sized Indonesian bank moved its core banking to the cloud, and the 
lessons that can be drawn. The story below is a composite of several experiences, 
with names and details altered.

The Initial Context

The bank we will call Cendrawasih Bank is a mid-sized institution with about four 
hundred branches across Indonesia, a dominantly retail business, and a customer 
base of around three million. In 2022, management observed two worrying trends. 
First, new digital banks were taking share among the youth segment so quickly that 
Cendrawasih's  product  unit  fell  two  to  three  quarters  behind  in  every  feature 
release. Second, operational costs of the old core-banking system, nearly fifteen 
years old, had begun to climb as vendor support shrank and modifications became 
increasingly expensive.

The CEO at the time, whom we will call Mr. Hadi, saw two strategic options. The 
first was to extend the life of the existing core banking with substantial maintenance 
investment, building a separate digital layer on top. The option was cheaper in the 
first two years, but limited in long-term flexibility.

The second option was a major migration to a cloud- native architecture, with a 
new core banking built from scratch on microservices and an API-first design. The 
option was much more expensive and risky, with a three- to four-year timeline. But it 
would provide a foundation for the next decade. After lengthy debate, Mr. Hadi 
chose the second option. But that decision was only the beginning of the story, not 
the end.

Year One: Building the Coalition

Year one was not filled with much technical work. Mr. Hadi knew that a project of 
this size would fail without a solid coalition of leaders. The bank's three principal 
commissioners,  two  of  whom  represented  major  shareholders,  had  to  truly 
understand and support.

The strategy was intensive quiet engagement. Each commissioner was invited to 
private  dinners,  sometimes  repeatedly,  for  non-formal  discussions  about  the 
industry landscape, the threat from neo-banks, and the opportunities that would 
open if the foundation were replaced. The CFO and the head of compliance, two 
executives most affected by the migration, were brought in as co-authors of the plan, 
not mere recipients. Interestingly, Mr. Hadi also engaged two senior figures he knew 
would become influential sceptics. Mr. Wibowo, the head of IT for two decades, 
deeply respected. And Mrs. Sari, the head of operations, known for being critical of 
every technology initiative. Rather than try to win them over at the start, Mr. Hadi 
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gave them the chance to dismantle the plan with hard questions. Several important 
modifications in the final plan came from their criticisms.

By the end of year one, when the formal plan was presented to the board, there 
were almost no surprises. Each commissioner had heard elements of the plan, given 
input, and felt the final plan was the product of collective thinking. Approval came 
smoothly, and more importantly, with deep commitment.

Year Two: Experimentation and Learning

Year two focused on limited experimentation. The bank did not migrate the entire 
core at once, but chose one product segment, savings for the youth segment, as a 
pilot. A small team was formed combining internal engineers, two architects from 
the  cloud  vendor,  and  three  business  people  who  deeply  understood  branch 
operations.

The pilot had three explicit goals. First, to validate technical assumptions about 
cloud-native architecture in the Indonesian regulatory context. Second, to test the 
team's way of working agile in an organization whose tradition was waterfall. Third, 
to produce a success story usable for building momentum in the larger rollout.

The first months were hard. The agile team collided with audit teams demanding 
old-style documentation. The cloud vendor,  initially optimistic,  began retreating 
from some promises  as  cloud-sovereignty  regulation  began to  be  discussed  by 
authorities. Internal engineers moved to the new team felt valued but also worried 
about their careers if the project failed. Two things saved the effort. First, a weekly 
ritual where the executive team, including Mr. Hadi himself, attended the team 
standup for thirty minutes. The presence was not for micromanagement but to send 
the political signal that this team was a priority. Second, monthly postmortems 
focused on systems and learning, not on individuals. When serious problems arose, 
the discussion format was always "what can we change in our work process so this 
does not recur?"

By the end of year two, the pilot was live for one million customers. Adoption was 
high because users saw no dramatic  change from their  side,  only faster,  more 
reliable service. Importantly, the pilot team had a complete story of what worked and 
what did not, and the organization had the confidence to enter a larger phase.

Year Three: Large-Scale Migration

Year three was the year of full migration. The chosen strategy was phased by 
product  segment:  savings,  then  deposits,  then  loans,  then  investments.  Each 
segment had its own team, composed of experienced engineers from the pilot and 
new engineers trained along the way.

The biggest  challenge at  this  stage was not  technical,  but  political.  Several 
branch heads in major cities began receiving customer complaints when the hybrid 
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system  caused  temporary  data  inconsistency.  They  escalated  to  the  regional 
manager, who then escalated to the board. Pressure to slow the migration came from 
various directions.

Mr. Hadi made an interesting decision. He did not refuse the pressure directly, 
since that would be considered impolite. But he also did not give in to the pressure. 
What he did was form a regional task force, a small team comprising influential 
branch heads, transformation-team representatives, and one executive. Their task 
was to design specific transitions for each region based on its customer profile. The 
result was that the migration continued but with a rhythm better tuned to each 
region's  readiness.  More  importantly,  branch  heads  who  had  been  sources  of 
resistance now became co-owners of the migration plan. They could not complain to 
the board about something they themselves had designed.

Year Four: Optimization and Lessons

Year four focused on optimization and value extraction. But the bank's story had 
reached a point where many lessons could be drawn. Five stand out.

36. The substantial investment in year one to build the coalition proved not 
wasted. When crises arose in years two and three, that coalition kept the momentum 
from collapsing.

37.A pilot designed with explicit learning goals, not merely proof, produced very 
valuable information for large-scale rollout. 38. The presence of executive ritual 
within  the technical  team,  while  seeming small,  had highly  significant  political 
impact. The team felt prioritized and protected.

39. Resistance from influential figures in the field was not addressed by rejecting 
them, but by making them co-owners. The approach took more time at the start but 
produced much smoother execution.

40. The Asian tradition of respecting seniority did not become an obstacle but 
became infrastructure to be used. Mr. Hadi used his authority sparingly but at key 
moments, and each use produced substantive movement.

What Did Not Work

This story is not without flaws. Three things, honestly, did not work as hoped. 
First, internal training for engineers started too late. The bank realized in year three 
that  many  internal  engineers  were  overwhelmed  by  the  new  technology,  and 
dependence on the vendor became deeper than desired. The lesson: investment in 
internal capability must begin alongside the strategic decision, not afterward.

Second, communication to external customers was insufficient. The bank focused 
more  on  internal  communication  and  only  realized  in  year  three  that  external 
customers had their own story about why their digital experience was sometimes 
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inconsistent.  Reputation  was  eroded  and  later  restored  with  a  communication 
campaign that should have begun earlier.

Third, several key engineers moved to competitors mid-project. The bank lacked 
an adequate retention program for talent that became expert in the new technology. 
The lesson: large investment in talent during transformation must be matched with 
an equally aggressive retention strategy.

Reflection

What made Cendrawasih Bank succeed where many other organizations failed? 
Not technical superiority. Their vendors were industry-standard. Their engineering 
team was competent but not exceptional. What set them apart was the quality of 
political and emotional execution around the technical work.

They  understood  that,  in  Indonesia  and  in  many  Asian  contexts,  major 
transformations are not  problems solvable  with a  technical  playbook.  They are 
problems  demanding  leadership  that  reads  the  power  map,  honours  the  long 
narrative, patiently builds coalitions, and knows when to use authority and when to 
hold back.

Chapter Summary

The Cendrawasih Bank case shows how successful cloud-native transformation in 
the Indonesian context depends on several key elements: time invested in year one to 
build the coalition, including with influential sceptics; pilots designed for learning 
rather than proof; the ritual presence of executives as a political signal; turning 
resisters into co-owners rather than rejecting them; and using the authority of 
seniority sparingly but effectively. The negative lessons are the importance of early 
investment  in  internal  capability  training,  external  communication that  is  often 
forgotten, and a talent retention strategy during transformation.

Reflection Questions

• Which lesson from this case study is most relevant to the transformation you are 
running?

• Are there influential sceptics in your organization who should be engaged as 
plan co-authors rather than rejected?

• How does your talent retention strategy compare to your talent development 
strategy? Are the two balanced?
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Chapter 12 Case Study: Traditional 
Manufacturing Adopts AI
The story of a family-owned textile company in Vietnam adopting machine learning 
for quality control. Details have been altered to preserve privacy.

The Initial Context

The company we will call Bach Long Garments is a clothing producer with three 
factories in northern Vietnam, employing about four thousand people. The company 
was founded by a father in 1995 and is currently led by his son, whom we will call Mr. 
Minh, a second- generation engineer who graduated from a university in Australia. 
In  2023,  the  company faced pressure  from international  customers  demanding 
defect rates below one percent. Actual defect rates at the time hovered around three 
to four percent, mostly stitching issues and fabric defects. The main customer, a 
global sports- apparel brand, began warning that contracts would be reviewed if 
quality did not improve within twelve months.

Mr. Minh studied several AI-vision technologies that could detect defects in real 
time on the production line. The technology was promising, but implementing it in a 
traditional Vietnamese factory was another story.

Obstacles Not Found in the Brochure

The first obstacle was the founding generation. Mr. Minh's father, although semi-
retired, was still respected at the factory and held strong opinions. When his son 
explained the AI plan, the father asked one striking question: "Don't you trust the 
eyes of our workers?" The question was not about technology. It was about dignity. 
Senior workers at the factory, some of whom had been there since it opened, had 
built expertise reading defects with their eyes. Replacing them with cameras and 
algorithms felt like a betrayal of their contribution.

The second obstacle was field supervisors. They were the layer most affected: 
their role had long included quality inspection, and AI automating part of inspection 
threatened their core task. Their resistance would not be explicit, but very effective 
at slowing execution.

The third obstacle was machine operators. They worried that data from the new 
system would  be  used to  punish  individual  mistakes.  Until  then,  when defects 
occurred, supervisors often resolved issues informally, without formal escalation. A 
system that recorded everything digitally felt like excessive surveillance.

The Strategy Mr. Minh Designed

Mr. Minh, who understood this context, did not rush to buy technology. He spent 
the first three months on three parallel approaches.
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Approach 1: Speaking With the Father

Mr. Minh did not try to refute his father's question. Instead, he repeatedly invited 
his father to talk about the factory's history, the expertise of senior workers, and the 
threat from international customers. After several months, his father himself said, "If 
we don't change, these young people will lose their jobs when the big contract 
leaves."

That phrase became the key. AI was not framed as a replacement for humans, but 
as a way to protect jobs by keeping the company competitive. The father even 
attended the pilot launch event, giving a brief speech that legitimized the initiative in 
the eyes of senior workers.

Approach 2: Reshaping the Supervisor Role

Mr. Minh knew that threatening the supervisor role would produce resistance. 
He redesigned their role before AI was introduced. The new role: not just inspector, 
but quality coach. They would use AI data to identify patterns, train operators, and 
continuously improve the process. Their status did not fall, but rose. They moved 
from being a second pair of eyes to being the brain of the process.

To  support  this  transition,  supervisors  received  intensive  training  in  data 
interpretation,  statistical  thinking,  and  coaching  skills.  Some  received  formal 
certifications they could put on their CVs. The investment in capability produced 
supervisors who not only did not oppose AI, but became active advocates.

Approach 3: Limiting Data Use

For operators, the concern about surveillance was addressed with an explicit 
policy posted in the factory. Data from the AI system would be used for process 
improvement and training, not for individual performance evaluation. Every defect 
found would be treated as a system issue, not an operator's mistake.

Beyond that, operators received collective incentives based on the rate of defect 
reduction per shift. Not individual incentives that could pit workers against each 
other, but team incentives that encouraged mutual help. The practice fit Vietnam's 
collective culture, which values cooperation.

Pilot Execution

The pilot  ran for six months on one production line at  the main factory.  AI 
cameras were installed at three critical points, with dashboards showing real-time 
detection. Initially, the system produced many false positives. Each false positive 
was analyzed together with operators to understand local context the vendor might 
not have anticipated.

What was interesting was the reflection that emerged from this collaborative 
process. Senior operators discovered that many defects they had previously handled 
informally actually originated from upstream issues in the cutting stage. AI did not 
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replace  their  knowledge but  documented and amplified it.  After  three  months, 
operators initially sceptical began offering active feedback to refine the model.

By the end of the sixth month, the defect rate on the pilot line had fallen to 1.2 
percent, well below the customer's threshold. More importantly, several upstream 
processes also changed because of the patterns AI identified. The benefits exceeded 
inspection alone.

Scale and Expansion

After the pilot succeeded, expansion to the other two factories proceeded over 
twelve months. New challenges arose: factory culture in southern Vietnam differed 
from the north. Mr. Minh did not copy the pilot strategy raw, but adapted to each 
factory's local context. In the southern factory, his father's role was filled by a deeply 
respected veteran factory manager. In the second northern factory, supervisors 
received additional training because their generational profile was more senior.

The final  result  after  two years:  defect  rates  company-  wide dropped to  an 
average of 0.9 percent, the contract with the international customer was extended 
with  volume  expansion,  and  employee  retention  improved  compared  with  the 
baseline  before  the  project.  The  last  finding  was  unexpected:  investment  in 
supervisor  capability  and the collective incentive model  strengthened the bond 
between employees and the company.

Lessons

41. AI adoption in traditional factories is not a technology problem, but a dignity 
problem. Leaders who frame AI as a protector of jobs, not a replacement, often 
succeed far better in adoption. 42. The founding generation does not have to be cast 
as an enemy. Often, given context and space, they become the strongest advocates 
for change that preserves their legacy.

43.  The supervisor  layer  is  the  highest-leverage point.  Reshaping their  role 
before technology is introduced, and investing in their capability, often determines 
success on the factory floor.

44. Policies on data use must be explicit and posted. Verbal promises are not 
enough; employees need written proof that data will not be used against them.

45.  Collective  incentives  are  often more effective  in  the Asian context  than 
individual  ones,  especially  in  transformations  that  require  cross-functional 
collaboration.

Chapter Summary

AI adoption at Bach Long Garments succeeded not because the technology was 
superior, but because the approach to the people around it was deeply sensitive to 
cultural context. Mr. Minh transformed his father's question about dignity into a 
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narrative  about  protecting  jobs.  He  turned  threats  to  supervisor  roles  into 
opportunities for promotion. He addressed operator concerns with explicit policy 
and collective incentives. The result is that AI, often perceived as replacing humans, 
instead became a tool that strengthened the human bonds in the factory.

Reflection Questions

• Is there technology you want to introduce that is held up by senior figures who 
are concerned? How can Mr. Minh's approach to his father inspire your approach?

•  How  will  the  supervisor  layer  in  your  organization  be  affected  by  the 
transformation in motion? Has their role been redesigned?

• Is there an explicit, transparently posted policy on the use of employee data in 
your organization?
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Chapter 13 Case Study: A Family 
Conglomerate vs Digital Disruption
How a three-generation conglomerate navigated digital transition without tearing 
apart the family structure. The story is a composite, seasoned with details from 
several experiences.

The Initial Context

The conglomerate we will call Suryadi Group is an Indonesian business group 
with seven subsidiaries in property, retail, automotive distribution, and financial 
services. Its founder, Mr. Suryadi senior, established the group in 1965. Today, 
leadership rests with the eldest son, Mr. Suryadi junior, in his late fifties. The third 
generation, with senior children in their thirties and forties, already holds executive 
positions in various subsidiaries.

In 2022, the third generation, particularly led by Mr. Suryadi junior's eldest 
daughter, whom we will call Mrs. Diana, began raising digital-disruption concerns at 
family meetings. The retail subsidiary's margins were declining due to e-commerce 
competition. The automotive distributor faced questions about the future of internal-
combustion engines. The property subsidiary observed shifts in younger-generation 
preferences toward homes with different technological needs.

Mrs. Diana proposed a digital-transformation initiative across subsidiaries, with 
major investment in shared technology capabilities. The proposal was rationally 
sound. But the reactions she encountered offered an extraordinary lesson in the 
dynamics of family conglomerates.

Three Sources of Resistance

Resistance From the Second Generation

Mr.  Suryadi  junior  supported  in  principle  but  hesitated  on  execution.  The 
question that often surfaced: "How will our father view this?" The founder, in his 
eighties  and  semi-retired,  still  carried  enormous  emotional  influence.  Every 
dramatic change felt like questioning the father's legacy.

Beyond that, the second generation had been through major investments that 
succeeded and that failed. They knew that numbers on slides could look promising 
and still fail in execution. Their experience made them more cautious than the more 
optimistic younger generation.

Resistance From Siblings and Cousins

The third generation in Suryadi Group was not only Mrs. Diana. There were five 
other cousins occupying various positions, with different career ambitions. Some 
worried that the cross-subsidiary initiative would reduce their autonomy in their 
respective  subsidiaries.  Others  worried  that  Diana  would  gain  a  profile  too 
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prominent in the eyes of the second generation, which might affect future role 
distribution.

The resistance was almost never explicit. What appeared were subtle questions 
at family meetings, slow escalations, and seemingly endless requests for additional 
data. Diana, initially frustrated, came to understand that this was a political dynamic 
that could not be avoided, only managed with wisdom.

Resistance From Senior Professionals

Each subsidiary was led by a professional CEO who had worked with the Suryadi 
Group for years. They were not family but were highly trusted. They worried that a 
cross-subsidiary  transformation  would  reduce  their  authority,  send  strategic 
decisions up to group level, and evaluate them on metrics they did not fully control. 
Some of these CEOs had become de facto mentors to Mrs. Diana's cousins. They had 
direct  communication  channels  to  the  second  and  third  generations.  Their 
resistance, though subtle, carried significant weight.

Diana's Strategy

Diana, with guidance from several mentors outside the company, designed a 
patient, multidimensional strategy.

Step 1: Approaching the Founder

The first step she took seemed irrational to many consultants: she spent months 
with her grandfather. Not to discuss technology, but to listen to stories of the group's 
formation.  She  documented  those  stories  in  a  beautifully  designed  booklet, 
presented as a birthday gift for the founder.

Through these conversations, she came to understand the core values that had 
driven  the  group  from  the  start:  serving  the  Indonesian  community,  creating 
opportunities for employees, building a legacy that lasts. When she finally presented 
the  digital-transformation  idea  to  her  grandfather,  the  framing  was  not  about 
technology but about preserving the group's relevance for the fourth generation and 
beyond, so the grandfather's legacy would endure.

The founder not only approved but gave a public blessing at the next family 
meeting. This changed the dynamic entirely. Her father's question, "How will our 
father view this?" was no longer relevant, because the father had given his view.

Step 2: Building a Coalition of Cousins

Diana did not try to win over all her cousins at once. She identified the two 
cousins  she  knew  were  most  sceptical  of  the  status  quo,  and  invited  them 
individually for substantive dialogue. Not to influence, but to listen. One cousin 
offered an extremely valuable insight: he observed that the retail subsidiary had 
already begun experimenting with e-commerce, but in isolation because the retail 
CEO worried that sharing with the group would mean losing control. Diana modified 
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her plan: rather than start a new initiative at the group level, she offered to amplify 
and  support  what  had  already  begun  in  the  retail  subsidiary,  with  ownership 
remaining there.

The  modification  changed  the  internal  politics  entirely.  The  retail  CEO, 
previously sceptical, became an advocate because the new plan strengthened him. 
The cousin who provided the insight also felt  his  contribution was valued,  and 
became Diana's ally in the family forum.

Step 3: Giving Each CEO a Path

For  the  professional  CEOs,  Diana  designed  a  governance  architecture  that 
preserved their autonomy. The group-level digital team would not command the 
subsidiaries but provide capabilities and platforms the subsidiaries could use if they 
chose. Each subsidiary retained final say over its own strategy and implementation.

Beyond that, Diana ensured that every CEO had a clear role in the group-level 
digital committee. They were not merely participants but co-decision makers. Some 
were even appointed as sponsors for specific initiatives, giving them positive profile 
in the family's eyes. Their authority was not threatened, but expanded.

Three Years of Execution

Year one focused on quick wins across subsidiaries. A data-sharing initiative 
between retail and automotive distribution to understand cross-shopping behaviour. 
A simple digital platform for property that could also be used for after-sales service 
in automotive. An HR initiative consolidating digital-talent recruitment at group 
level, reducing internal competition.

Year two added larger investments: a centralized data platform serving as a 
service for all subsidiaries, a centre of excellence team for shared technologies such 
as AI and analytics, and a strategic partnership with one cloud vendor negotiated at 
group level.

Year three entered more ambitious territory: launching new digital ventures born 
from  synergies  between  subsidiaries,  acquiring  small  startups  to  strengthen 
capabilities, and developing younger leaders through specially designed programs.

Interestingly,  throughout  these three years,  the  family  decision rhythm was 
relatively harmonious. Conflict still  occurred, but was managed through forums 
designed for substantive dialogue. Diana, although leading, was not positioned as a 
single star. Every success was celebrated as a collective achievement, with specific 
contributions from various cousins and CEOs explicitly recognized.

Reflections on Family Conglomerates

The Suryadi Group story offers several general lessons about transformation in 
Asian  family  conglomerates.  46.  Founders,  although  semi-retired,  still  carry 
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tremendous emotional influence. Time invested with them, not to persuade but to 
understand core values, often opens doors locked to purely rational logic.

47. The third generation often has siblings and cousins whose ambitions compete. 
A successful strategy does not try to defeat them, but finds ways for everyone to have 
a prominent role. Collective wins last longer than individual wins.

48.  Loyal  professional  CEOs  of  decades  are  assets  to  be  protected,  not 
challenged.  Governance  architectures  that  strengthen  their  autonomy  while 
providing platforms for collaboration are often more effective than holding-style 
models that command from above.

49. The company's origin story is rare social capital. Transformation leaders who 
become guardians of that story, rather than overhaulers who would replace it, often 
gain emotional support difficult to obtain through pure strategic frameworks.

50. Family rhythm has its own calendar. Major decisions are not announced amid 
internal conflict, not launched during religious holidays or family celebrations, not 
chased while the founder is dealing with health issues. Reading this calendar often 
determines the right timing.

Chapter Summary

Suryadi  Group  navigated  a  cross-subsidiary  digital  transformation  without 
tearing the family structure because the transformation leader managed the three 
sources  of  resistance with  patient,  sensitive  strategy.  Approaching the founder 
through the origin story, building a cousin coalition through dialogue that listened 
rather than persuaded, and giving each CEO room for their roles to be expanded 
rather  than  reduced.  The  broader  lesson  is  that  transformation  in  family 
conglomerates is a political orchestration as demanding as the technical execution, 
and the two cannot be separated.

Reflection Questions

•If you are in a family conglomerate, who is the founder or senior figure whose 
emotional influence is greatest today? How is your relationship with them?

• Are there siblings or cousins whose resistance is subtle but effective? What 
might they feel threatened by, and how can you change that perception?

• Are professional CEOs in your subsidiaries feeling their authority is threatened 
or expanded by the transformation in motion?

65



The Future Fit Asian AI Organization

PART V

LOOKING AHEAD
A five-year roadmap to 2030, with reflection on the trends that will shape this 
decade and the capabilities that must be built today.
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Chapter 14 A Five-Year Roadmap to 
2030
Preparing your Asian organization for the coming decade, with a framework rooted 
here yet ready for global disruption.

Five Trends That Will Shape 2030

There are no accurate forecasters of the future, but there are trends mature 
enough that their impact on 2030 can be estimated with some confidence. Five 
trends most often surface in cross-industry analyses across Asia.

Trend 1: Generative AI as Infrastructure

By  2030,  generative  AI  will  likely  be  taken-for-  granted  infrastructure,  like 
electricity or the internet today. What will distinguish successful organizations from 
laggards is not access to AI, but how it is integrated into business processes. Asian 
organizations that began substantive experimentation with AI in 2024-2026 will hold 
an advantage, not from the technology itself, but from the organizational capability 
built throughout the process.

Trend 2: The Cloud-Sovereign Economy

Several Asian governments have already signalled clearly that their citizens' data 
must  remain  in  national  jurisdictions.  This  trend  will  intensify  toward  2030. 
Organizations investing in flexible multi-cloud architectures, with the ability to adapt 
to different regulations in each country, will be more agile than those locked into a 
single global vendor.

Trend 3: A Dramatic Demographic Shift

By 2030, several Asian countries will reach the point at which their productive 
working population begins to shrink. Japan and South Korea already experience this. 
China is entering it.  Thailand and Vietnam are approaching. Indonesia and the 
Philippines  still  enjoy  demographic  dividends,  but  their  profiles  will  change. 
Effective talent strategies must prepare for a world in which human resources 
become scarcer and more expensive across many markets.

Trend 4: The Pressing Climate Question

Asia is the centre of global climate stress. Countries on river deltas, coastal cities, 
and economies dependent on agriculture all face existential questions. By 2030, 
organizations  without  substantive  climate  strategies  will  lose  access  to  capital, 
young talent, and public trust. Digital transformation will become intertwined with 
sustainability transformation.

Trend 5: A More Complex Geopolitics

Asia  is  the  stage  where  global  strategic  rivalry  plays  out.  By  2030,  large 
organizations in Asia must navigate pressures from various directions: questioned 
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supply chains, technology vendors deemed sensitive, talent that crosses borders. 
Strategies that treat geopolitics as a key variable, not a backdrop, will be more 
durable.

Five Capabilities to Build

Capability 1: Rapid Regulatory Adaptation

Organizations agile in regulation build government- relations teams that report 
to the board, not hide under legal. They track draft regulations long before they are 
announced, contribute to public consultations, and adapt in weeks, not months.

Capability 2: Multidisciplinary Talent

The effective engineer of 2030 does more than write code. They understand 
business context, regulation, and AI ethics. The effective manager of 2030 does more 
than manage people. They are literate in data, AI, and the ethical implications of 
technical decisions. Investment in cross-skilling, not just up-skilling, will become the 
differentiator.

Capability 3: Disciplined Experimentation

Disruption  that  cannot  be  predicted  requires  a  healthy  culture  of 
experimentation. Organizations that build mechanisms to try many small things at 
low cost, and to stop those that do not work quickly, will outperform those that plan a 
single grand plan and execute it rigidly.

Capability 4: Ethics as Competitive Advantage

By 2030,  regulation on data  ethics,  AI,  and business  practice  will  be  much 
stricter. Organizations that have already deepened ethics before regulation arrives 
will  hold an advantage. More than that, young talent and young customers are 
increasingly sensitive to ethical behaviour, and will reward organizations that are 
consistent.

Capability 5: Rooted Leadership

Successful Asian organizations in 2030 will not be led by expatriates flying in with 
a  global  playbook.  They  will  be  led  by  glo-cal  leaders  who are  deeply  rooted, 
understand  local  context,  and  connect  with  global  networks.  Investment  in 
developing local leaders today is the safest investment for the next decade.

A Year-by-Year Roadmap

Year 1: Foundation

Year one is for building foundations often forgotten. Map the five invisible forces 
in  your  organization.  Build  a  coalition  of  leaders  who  will  become  long-term 
sponsors. Invest in one or two AI pilots whose ambitions are clear. Begin a glo-cal 
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leader development program. Audit data and technology architecture as a basis for 
larger change.

Year 2: Acceleration

Year two doubles down on areas that worked in year one. Scale AI pilots to 
production.  Build  a  data  platform  that  serves  the  entire  organization.  Make 
significant structural changes if needed. Begin placing a new generation of leaders 
in important positions. Expand regulatory dialogue with government and industry.

Year 3: Consolidation

Year three consolidates achievements.  Ensure that  the capabilities  built  are 
institutionalized, not dependent on any individual. Conduct an honest assessment of 
what  worked  and  what  did  not.  Begin  more  radical  experiments  in  areas  still 
untouched.  Sharpen  sustainability  strategy  as  a  core  part  of  the  company's 
narrative.

Year 4: Expansion

Year four expands reach. Build a strategic digital partner ecosystem. Consider 
acquiring  or  investing  in  startups  that  complement  capabilities.  Strengthen 
presence in regional markets where relevant. Train the middle leadership layer to be 
ready to fill senior positions in two to three years.

Year 5: Renewal

Year five is for strategic renewal. Reflect deeply on the past five years. Identify 
new trends that have emerged and not yet been addressed. Restructure strategy for 
the next five years based on the position now built. Wise leaders do not consider the 
roadmap finished at the end, but use the end as a more mature starting point.

Three Dangers Lurking

• The first danger is transformation fatigue. Five years of continuous change will 
exhaust an organization that does not have designed rest moments. Wise leaders 
provide rhythms of rest and renewal, not just acceleration.

• The second danger is losing roots. In the pursuit of ambitious transformation, 
there is often temptation to abandon cultural and identity elements that are actually 
part  of  the  organization's  strength.  Every  change  must  be  tested  against  the 
question: does this strengthen who we are, or weaken it?

• The third danger is leader fatigue. Leading major transformation is emotionally 
and physically draining. Leaders without recovery routines, mentors outside the 
company, and space for vulnerability often do not survive to the finish line. Investing 
in leader well-being is part of investing in transformation.
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Chapter Summary

A five-year roadmap to 2030 must be grounded in five trends that will shape this 
decade: AI as infrastructure, the cloud-sovereign economy, demographic shifts, the 
pressing climate question, and more complex geopolitics. Five capabilities to build 
are  rapid  regulatory  adaptation,  multidisciplinary  talent,  disciplined 
experimentation, ethics as competitive advantage, and rooted leadership. The year-
by-year  roadmap  follows  the  rhythm of  foundation,  acceleration,  consolidation, 
expansion, and renewal. Three dangers to watch are transformation fatigue, loss of 
roots, and leader fatigue.

Reflection Questions

•Of the five trends shaping 2030, for which is your organization least prepared 
today?

• Which of the five capabilities is weakest, and what is the first investment you 
will make to strengthen it?

• How will you maintain yourself as a leader so that you do not experience fatigue 
mid-journey?
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Conclusion
Three Messages Worth Carrying Home

After  fourteen  chapters  discussing  various  aspects  of  Asian  organizational 
transformation, it is good to close with three main messages that thread through the 
entire book.

First message: Asia is not a challenge to global transformation, but a context that 
demands its own framework for transformation. Acknowledging this context is not a 
sign of weakness or backwardness, but a sign of wisdom. Leaders who accept local 
context as raw material, not as enemy, often produce transformations that are faster, 
deeper, and more enduring than those who force imported templates.

Second message: The hardest part of digital transformation is not the technology, 
but the people and the organization around it. This book has repeatedly touched the 
same theme from different angles: hierarchy that is leveraged, consensus that is 
built, narrative that integrates, ritual that is preserved, and informal networks that 
are  activated.  Leaders  who  master  this  dimension  can  make  industry-standard 
technology produce extraordinary impact, while those who ignore it can make the 
most advanced technology become a monument to failure.

Third message: Glo-cal leadership is the rarest, and most valuable, capability in 
Asia today. Not the global leader polished with a local flavour, and not the local 
leader who occasionally speaks global. But the leader rooted deeply in one place, 
while continuing to capture the world's signals. Investment in developing glo-cal 
leaders, in your organization and in yourself, is the safest investment for the coming 
decade.

What Was Not Covered

This  book,  although  lengthy,  touches  only  part  of  what  is  relevant  to 
organizational transformation in Asia. Several areas were intentionally limited or left 
undeveloped, and merit the reader's homework.

First, the specific role of generative AI in each industry. The book discusses AI at 
the level of principle, but specific applications in banking, manufacturing, retail, and 
healthcare each merit their own books.

Second, legal and compliance issues that vary across Asian countries. The book 
speaks of general principles, but real implementation requires deep consultation 
with local legal experts.

Third,  cases  involving startups  and smaller  organizations.  The book focuses 
largely on established mid-to-large organizations. Startup dynamics follow different 
patterns, although several principles still apply.
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Fourth,  dimensions  of  South  Asia  and  Central  Asia.  The  book  draws  more 
examples from Southeast and East Asia. India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Central 
Asia each carry rich contexts deserving of separate exploration.

A Closing Note

I hope readers close this page with two things. First, a clearer framework for 
thinking about how transformation actually happens in Asia, with all its political, 
cultural, and emotional complexity. Second, a stronger conviction that the Asian 
context is not an obstacle, but fertile ground for rooted approaches.

This book is a navigational chart, not a recipe. Readers who want to apply the 
principles must still steer their own ships, with wisdom that grows only from direct 
experience. What this book offers is guidance so that readers can read wind direction 
more quickly, recognize reefs, and find harbours.

Finally, every transformation is a journey, not a destination. Those who succeed 
in changing organizations often learn that they themselves change most along the 
way. I  hope readers find in the transformations they lead or undergo, not only 
professional achievement but also deep personal growth.

❖❖❖

Bon voyage.
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Glossary
A list of important terms used repeatedly in this book, with brief explanations for 

quick reference.

Bamboo Network

An  informal  trust  network  connecting  people  through  personal  ties,  often 
crossing  the  boundaries  of  company,  industry,  or  country.  The  term originally 
described  the  business  networks  of  overseas  Chinese,  but  the  concept  can  be 
extended. Bamboo networks are often faster and stronger than formal channels in 
spreading information and building coalitions.

Compliance

The early stage of commitment transition in which people do something because 
they are asked or ordered, not because they are convinced. Compliance adoption 
shows on the surface but does not endure when the boss is not watching. The deeper 
subsequent stages are engagement and commitment.

Connector

One of the important node types in a bamboo network. Connectors link many 
other people. They have broad networks and often serve as information bridges 
between groups that do not know each other.

Continuous Renewal

An alternative concept to the classical refreeze model. Rather than freezing a 
new state, the organization builds capability to keep changing without burnout. The 
philosophy fits better with the reality of constant change in our era.

Disciplined Experimentation

Experiments with three characteristics:  low cost relative to the commitment 
being validated, results that can be read clearly, and pre-commitment about what 
will  be  done  if  the  result  is  positive  or  negative.  Disciplined  experimentation 
distinguishes itself from experiment theatre, in which results are always interpreted 
to justify decisions already made.

Glo-Cal

A term for a leader rooted deeply in one local context while continuing to capture 
global signals. Glo-cal leaders are not half-and-half; they have a clear and consistent 
identity across contexts. Their four core competencies are contextual literacy, the 
ability to translate, value consistency across two worlds, and the habit of building 
structural bridges.
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Government Nexus

The close relationship between organization and government characteristic of 
many Asian contexts. Government often acts as customer, regulator, and sometimes 
shareholder simultaneously. Organizations that make government engagement a 
core capability, not a support function, often outperform in navigating policy change.

Layered Wins

The concept that effective transformation wins in Asia are not only fast but 
layered. The first layer is measurable business results.  The second is collective 
recognition  for  contributing  groups.  The  third  is  reinforcement  of  the  larger 
narrative about where the organization is going.

Leapfrogging

The ability  of  an economy or organization to skip technology stages passed 
through by developed economies. Asia shows many leapfrogging examples: from 
credit cards directly to QR payments, from desktop computers directly to mobile-
first, from on-premise core banking directly to cloud-native. Leapfrogging brings 
advantages of speed but also fragility if the foundation is not deep enough.

Maven

A bamboo-network  node type  considered expert  in  a  particular  topic.  Their 
opinion carries weight in their area of expertise, and many people validate decisions 
by asking them. Mavens engaged at  the design stage often become persuasive 
advocates; those who feel ignored often become obstacles.

Power Map

A mapping of who has influence over the success of a transformation, both formal 
and informal.  Four  common categories:  holders  of  formal  authority,  holders  of 
critical knowledge, holders of key relationships, and holders of sentiment in the field. 
The map is often missing from conventional roadmaps.

Premortem

A pre-project session in which the team assumes the project will fail at the end, 
and each person imagines the main cause. The format surfaces hidden concerns 
without making anyone look negative, because everyone is criticizing the project 
together. Often more effective than ordinary risk brainstorming.

Quiet Engagement

The early stage of bamboo-network activation, in which executives meet one-on-
one with important nodes three to six months before the official announcement. The 
aim is not to sell, but to understand views and plant story seeds. The practice differs 
greatly from formal communication campaigns and is often more impactful.
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Reverse Mentoring

A practice in which junior employees mentor senior executives in particular 
topics, usually technology or digital culture. In return, they learn from the senior 
executive's experience and wisdom. The practice builds cross-generational empathy 
and two-way knowledge transfer.

Bounded Safe Space

A specific space in the organization where experimentation, failure, and open 
reflection are permitted, with clear limits on consequences for individual reputation. 
The strength of the safe space comes precisely from its boundaries: teams trust that 
failure inside the space is not punished precisely because, outside, standards remain 
high.

Saving Face

An  Asian  cultural  concept  often  misunderstood  as  merely  avoiding 
embarrassment.  Its  actual  substance  is  deeper:  preserving  social  harmony, 
protecting collective honour, and maintaining space for individuals to recover from 
mistakes without losing dignity. Not the enemy of transformation, but a cultural 
feature with important functions.

Influential Sceptic

A bamboo-network node type known for being critical, and precisely for that 
reason whose opinion is respected. When they support something, many people 
consider  it  serious  validation.  The  effective  approach  to  influential  sceptics  is 
substantive, honest dialogue, not polished PR.

Soft Launch

The  second  stage  of  bamboo-network  activation,  in  which  an  initiative  is 
announced to a limited circle, usually managerial layers and the bamboo nodes 
already engaged at quiet engagement. They are given deeper context and invited to 
be co-authors of the narrative to be delivered to the wider audience.

Three Horizons

A framework for dividing a transformation roadmap into three time horizons: 
horizon one zero to twelve months for quick proof, horizon two twelve to twenty-four 
months for structural change, horizon three twenty-four months and beyond for new 
capabilities. Helps balance short-term wins and long-term ambition.
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About This Book
The Future Fit Asian AI Organization: Balancing Tradition with Tomorrow AI was 

written  for  leaders,  managers,  and engineers  across  Asia  who find themselves 
caught between two pressures. On one side, the weight of tradition: the hierarchies, 
the family structures, the relational networks, the collective rituals that have shaped 
how organizations  work  in  this  region  for  generations.  On the  other  side,  the 
demands  of  tomorrow:  artificial  intelligence  becoming  infrastructure,  cloud-
sovereign regulation reshaping technology choices, demographic shifts compressing 
the talent market, climate questions becoming existential, and a geopolitics that 
grows more complex by the year.

The premise of this book is that the two pressures need not be in opposition. 
Tradition, read accurately, often becomes the fastest channel for change. Tomorrow, 
approached with humility, often produces solutions more durable than imported 
templates. The leaders who navigate this balance well do not choose one side; they 
hold both, and the holding itself becomes their competitive advantage.

The case studies in Chapters 11, 12, and 13 are illustrative composites. They are 
constructed  from patterns  recurring  in  field  experience,  with  company  names, 
specific locations, and certain details altered or combined so as not to reference any 
single real organization. Readers should not interpret these case studies as precise 
reports about particular companies.

This book is  not a substitute for professional  consultation with experts who 
understand  the  specific  context  of  the  reader's  organization.  The  principles 
discussed are general and must be adapted to the concrete situations readers face. 
Readers who will apply the ideas in this book are encouraged to multiply discussions 
with their teams, mentors, and, where needed, consultants familiar with their local 
context. Finally, this book is meant as a contribution to the larger conversation about 
how Asian organizations can be ready for a decade of disruption while remaining 
true to the roots of identity that have made them resilient. Readers are invited to 
continue this conversation in relevant forums, rather than treating this book as the 
final word.

  ❖ ❖ ❖

Romi Nur Ismanto

May 2026

rominur.com   ·   jekardah.com
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A Note to the Reader
A book is a delayed conversation. Readers who have reached this page have 

travelled far with me, and I am grateful for the time you have given. As a closing 
note, I want to leave a few thoughts about how to use this book beyond reading it.

Five Ways to Use This Book

First, as material for team discussion. Take a single chapter, share it with your 
team, and discuss it in a two- hour session. The reflection questions at the end of 
each chapter are designed for this format. Discussions like these often produce 
insights that do not emerge from individual reading.

Second, as a diagnostic catalogue. Leaders designing transformation can use the 
frameworks in this book as a checklist for mapping their starting position. The seven 
diagnostic questions in chapter seven, the five invisible forces in chapter three, or 
the  three-stage  commitment-  transition  map  in  chapter  ten  can  all  serve  as 
instruments for an honest audit of your organization's readiness.

Third, as onboarding material for new leaders. For organizations that often hire 
leaders from outside Asia, this book can serve as a context primer that saves months 
of early confusion. Conversely, for local leaders preparing for regional expansion, 
this book can be a mirror to articulate what has been intuitive but hard to explain.

Fourth, as a trigger for personal journaling. Serious readers can use each chapter 
as a prompt to write reflections on their own experience. After five to ten chapters, 
readers  often  discover  patterns  in  their  own  experience  that  were  previously 
invisible.

Fifth, as a starting point for deeper exploration. Many topics in this book deserve 
further exploration. Readers interested in AI can dig into specific literature for their 
sector. Those interested in change management can read classics such as Kotter and 
Lewin,  then  compare  with  their  local  experience.  Those  interested  in  family 
conglomerates  can  explore  the  family-business  literature,  which  has  developed 
substantially.

What Comes Next

This book, although long, is a frozen moment in time. The landscape will change. 
The trends discussed today may become the old context in five years, and new trends 
will emerge. Readers who want to keep up with developments are encouraged to 
build  learning  communities  around  these  issues,  formally  through  professional 
associations and informally through circles of fellow practitioners.

I also hope readers with interesting experiences do not keep them to themselves. 
Asian transformation stories are still under-documented compared with Western 
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literature. Every experience written down, however simple, becomes a contribution 
to the collective knowledge that the next generation of leaders will need.

Appreciation

This manuscript was prepared as an exercise and did not undergo the long 
professional editorial process of a commercially published book. Readers who find 
inconsistencies, inaccuracies, or ideas worthy of debate are encouraged to critique 
them substantively rather than accept them at face value.

Every reader who has reached this page deserves appreciation. Reading three 
hundred pages on a serious topic is no small thing in a world full of distraction. I hope 
the time you have invested produces at least one insight, one new question, or one 
concrete step you will take after closing this page.

 Until we meet in the conversation that continues, wherever it happens.❖❖❖

  ❖ ❖ ❖

— The End —
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