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Introduction 

Asian Leadership In Situ 

Singapore’s Public Sector Executives and Trust 

 

The following discussion paper is a joint production of Singapore’s Human Capital Leadership 

Institute and Optimal Consulting. It utilises Hogan Assessment psychographic data generated by 

Optimal to unpack some specifics of Asian Leadership in situ through an examination of data 

comparing Singapore’s private and public sector executives. The discussion moves through six 

stages: 1) Framing Asian leadership and the need for data; 2) Introducing the Hogan Assessment; 3) 

Examining Hogan data elements that distinguish public sector executives; 4) Highlighting the trust 

dimension of the public executives’ niche within Singapore; 5) Identifying areas for possible public 

sector development; and 6) Suggesting wider questions and areas for further analysis. 

1. Framing Asian Leadership 

The work of Singapore’s Human Capital Leadership Institute1 is shaped by two central tenets. The 

first is that effective leadership practices vary with the specificities of context. The second belief 

grows from the first. It holds that new frames for understanding leadership need to be developed 

for, and from Asia. 

Ideas about the nature of leadership are deeply shaped by culture (House et at 2002). As a result, 

discussions of Asian leadership have tended to be focused on large scale cultural generalisations. 

These often highlight distinctions from ‘The West’ in areas such as collective/individual mind sets, 

power distances, and ambiguity tolerance (Ahlstrom et al 2010, Hofstede et al 2010, Hofstede 2011, 

Trompenaars 1995, Wong 2008). Although such categories can be useful signposts, they can also 

prove to be misleading in the fine-tuned work of leadership in situ. 

Leadership across Asia is a mosaic rather than a monochrome (Siow 2016). The variation is a result 

of two main sources: 1) the fundamental differences in operating contexts to which effective 

leadership must adapt; and 2) the uneven interweaving of imported leadership doctrines and 

localised patterns of behaviour (Sanger and Yang 2015). As a result of this diversity, building an 

understanding of Asian leadership dimensions and what they might portend for an Asia-centric 

future needs to be built from the ground up. This means beginning with localised data and then 

connecting to broader leadership discourses (rather than the other way around). One way to begin 

this journey is to repurpose existing psychographic data of leaders in a specific market. Our analysis 

examines data derived from the suite of Hogan Personality Assessment tools and focuses on 

Singapore. 

2. Hogan Assessments 

The Hogan Assessment is a global benchmark for executive psychographic analysis. While the 

tool itself does have from some western origination and data biases (see wider discussion in De 

Fruyt 2013 and Henrich 2021),2 it provides real-world data shaped by the responses of 9 million 

executives around the world on important dimensions of leadership. Given this potential, 

Singapore’s Human Capital leadership Institute has joined with the Hogan partner, Optimal 

Consulting,3 to unpack a series of questions around the distinctive elements of leadership for, 

and from Asia, starting in Singapore. Optimal has carried out 20,000 executive assessments in 

Singapore. 
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The Hogan framework distinguishes between three areas of analysis. The first is the Hogan 

Personality Inventory (HPI) which measures key dimensions of an executive’s temperament and 

psyche. The second category is the Motivations, Values, Preferences Inventory (MVPI) which 

illustrates an individual’s core drivers. The resulting scores in these two instruments should not be 

seen as ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ Strengths contain potential weaknesses. For example, a high adjustment 

score can mean someone is cool under pressure, but they also might not be open to feedback. A 

third assessment, the Hogan Development Survey (HDS), looks at the areas (often strengths) that 

can become risks in leadership if not managed effectively (behaviours which can derail success if left 

unchecked). Descriptions of Hogan scales maybe found in the Appendix. 

3. Leadership In Situ: Singapore Public Service Executives 

Context matters. Just as Asia presents a mosaic of leadership approaches and operational styles, so 

too does Singapore. Hogan data highlight distinctions between Public and Private Sector executives 

(Hogan 2021, internal data). Figure One compares the data for both groupings. We will take as a 

starting point those areas where the Public Sector grouping has notably lower scores than the 

private sector. 
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Figure 1: Public & Private Sectors Executives’ Hogan Data 
 

Surveyed Singaporean Public Sector executives post notably lower scores than their private sector 

counterparts in the HPI personality areas of ambition and sociability (for definitions see Appendix 1). 

They also they have markedly lower MVPI scores in recognition, power, affiliation, and commerce. 
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Finally, they have significantly lower HDS potential risk levels in the areas of bold, mischievous, 

colourful, and imaginative. 

While the data profile for public sector executives might seem unsurprising, it highlights some 

important potential learnings around both the continued success of Singapore and the lineaments of 

Asian leadership. 

Singapore is highly integrated into international markets (for example, trade is about 320% of GDP). 

This means it is especially affected by the increasing volatility, uncertainty, and competitiveness 

found at the global scale. To maintain its position of success the nation needs to be both agile in 

adaptation and prudent in resource allocation. The confluence of these two requisites lies in the 

foundational leadership dimension of trust (Accenture 2018, DenHartog et al 1999, Edmondson 

2003, Suchar and Gupta 2019).4 

In this discussion we are defining trust as the willingness to put something at risk based on the 

actions of others.5 It is, therefore, closely linked to perceptions. This feature fits in well with the 

Hogan Assessment framework as it distinguishes between identity and reputation. Identity involves 

how people see themselves. Reputation involves how others are likely to view an individual. Hogan 

Assessments yield data on elements of likely reputation and how they might come to affect success 

in the workplace. While there is not a Hogan scale on trustworthiness, some inferences are 

possible. 

The business literature on the dimensions of trust tends to involve three areas: ability or 

competency (you are capable of doing what you say you will), benevolence (who will have my best 

interests at heart), and integrity (you mean what you say). This triad is known as the ABI framework 

(Mayer et al 1995). The balancing of the three elements is very much shaped by context or need. In 

some cases, competency might be paramount (e.g., in completing an analysis). In others the 

weighting might skew to benevolence (e.g., in being represented well in a reference call). Trust is 

best understood in situ. In this analysis we examine trust and the roles of Singapore Public Sector 

Executives. 

4. Trust and Public Sector Executives 

The traits that the surveyed Public Sector executives display can be seen as supporting the 

deepening and lengthening of relationships of trust. Two features of the data profiles illustrate this 

point. The first involves the lower HDS scores in bold, mischievous, colourful, and imaginative. 

Higher scores in these areas tend to be associated with people who have a higher risk of the 

breaking of trust (Hogan Assessments 2019 Nov., Gaddis and Foster 2013). The HDS scaling is about 

potential risk areas that can derail individuals if they are not self-monitoring (in times of stress or too 

much comfort). Therefore, the higher HDS scores only mean increased risk, depending on context 

and other personality traits. The trust risk level can be magnified by the higher levels of ambition, 

power, and desire for recognition traits also found to be lower in Public Sector sample. Finally, the 

stronger propensities for prudence (self-discipline, responsibility, and conscientiousness) and 

security (preferring consistency and avoiding risks) found in the Public Sector profile are also 

associated with higher trust-generating capabilities (Hogan Assessments 2019, Feb., Nei et al 2018). 

The second feature concerns the divergence in the public and private groups in the areas of 

sociability and interpersonal sensitivity. While the Public Sector workers may have a lower level of 

gregariousness that accompanies sociability they also are stronger in emotional intelligence 

(interpersonal sensitivity) and therefore, in gauging the needs of others. This trait can support 

deeper and longer relationships of trust (Hogan Assessments 2019, Feb.). A global analysis by Zenger 
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and Folkman of diverse assessments of 87,000 executives found that positive relationships trumped 

consistency and expertise as the most important of the three dimensions of trust they identified 

Zenger and Folkman 2019). 

The identification of the potentially higher trust-deepening dimensions in the surveyed Singapore 

Public Sector executives is confirmed by data from the Edelman Trust Barometer (Edelman 2021). 

Figure 2 illustrates the trust profile of Singapore. Singapore has an overall Trust Index (68) markedly 

higher than the global average (56). The leading position of the government is also evident. 

Singapore’s government is rated some 23 points higher than the global average of twenty-seven 

leading economies (business is also higher, but only by 4 points). 
 

 

Figure 2: Singapore National Trust Profile (Edelman 2022) 
 

Singapore’s public service is a keystone species in the nation’s business ecosystem. This trait is also 

found in many other Asian countries. In the Singapore case, the melding of its Public Sector 

executives’ more stable and potentially consistent traits with a dynamic and innovative private 

sector can yield optimal outcomes. Their ‘role’ in the system is to provide trustable regulatory or 

policy frameworks, and personnel, so others can take risks. In this way they can support systemic 

competitiveness and benefit the overall ecosystem. 

The effectiveness of a mix of good governance and dynamic economic forces has been a hallmark of 

the Singapore story and is an epitome of the East Asian Development State model (Curz-del Rosario 

2018, Johnson 1982, Khanna 2017, Page et al 1994). Singapore ranks 3rd in the World Bank’s 2020 

Worldwide Governance Indicators rankings (WGI 2021) (latest available data) and 5th in IMD’s 2021 

World Competitiveness Rankings - down from 1st in 2020 (Bris 2022). 

5. Potential Areas for Action 

In the face of the nation’s remarkable achievements, one could well argue that Singapore’s Public 

Sector executives are well matched to the leadership needs of their niche. Yet Singapore’s current 

success does not assure the future. Current strengths might also lay the foundations for future 

shortfalls as processes and world views become engrained and new challenges emerge (Christensen 

2011). The Public Sector is not exempt from such risks. The data highlight four questions that may 
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need to be addressed for continued success. They lie in the areas of adaptive intelligence, difficult 

conversations, teaming, and customer empathy. 

First, can Singapore’s Public Sector executives adapt to the multiple uncertainties and technological 

disruptions the coming years hold. In such a setting the stability of the Public Sector executives in 

the sample may hinder their abilities to individually adapt to rapidly evolving contexts.6 This risk is 

evident in their higher prudence, caution, tradition, and security scores. Change might not come 

easily. Programming in Adaptive Intelligence which gives awareness and ownership of the processes 

of adapting mindsets can ease perceived risks among executives facing processes of change. 

The second question involves how Public Sector Executives will react to the pressures and potential 

conflicts inherent in change. In addition to the upside, there is also a potential downside to the 

higher interpersonal sensitivity ratings of the Public Sector Executives. When this trait is combined 

with the group’s higher Reserved, Leisurely and Dutiful scores it may lead to barriers to achieving 

positive relationships as there can be a tendency to be increasingly conflict-avoidant and task- 

oriented when under pressure. This potential challenge can be addressed through developing skills 

for carrying out candid communications and demonstrating the effectiveness of candour and 

engagement in problem solving and innovation. Such conversations are both a reflection and a 

source of trust. 

Third, can Singapore’s Public Sector executives increase their abilities to initiate as well as maintain 

relationships of trust? This ability will become evermore important as new demands and fluid needs 

lead to project-specific teams working across knowledge and national boundaries. The process of 

rapid team formation is called teaming (Edmondson 2013). The low sociability scores in combination 

with lower affiliation ratings suggest challenges in working in such environments. This barrier will 

likely need to be overcome. 

David DeCremer has written extensively on trust in Asia and highlighted the distinction between 

short- and long-term relationship building which he connects to Western (short and initiating) and 

Asian (longer and sustaining) archetypes. He ably argues for the need to develop relationship 

initiation skills among Asian leaders. 

In building relationships, being active to initiate relationships is clearly the primary 

skill compared to promoting the sustainability of a relationship, which is the second 

step to take once relationships are formed. So, if one does not acquire the skill to 

actively build trust, which is the first step, then the second step, promoting the 

sustainability of a trusting relationship, cannot be achieved. (DeCremer 2020) 

There is continuum of trust building approaches. It ranges from strong first impressions to high 

reliability. One end is about initiating and the other sustaining. There is a sweet spot melding these 

two traits. Indeed, successful leadership for, and from Asia will need to find this balance. The 

growing use of project teams requires different skills than classical team maintenance approaches 

(where the personalities can be quite known and roles evident). It requires rapid engagement 

capabilities. These can be developed through skills training and increased awareness of the why and 

how behind new models of teams. 

Fourth, the strengths found in the trust profile of the Public Sector executives may also need some 

revisiting. It may be that Singapore Public Sector once needed to project ability and integrity more 

than benevolence to fulfil its role. Data from the recent World Values Survey suggest there has been 

a slight decline in the native population’s confidence in the government and this is especially notable 

among younger Singaporeans who stated they had ‘Not Very Much’ or ‘No’ Confidence in the 
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government at a rate (23.8%) twice that of those over 65 (Mathews et al 2021 Mar, p. 25). This shift 

is despite continued high ratings in terms of integrity (lack of corruption) and competence. There 

may be a need to further develop customer empathy among Public Sector executives. The Public 

Service has programmes focused on this area. These should likely be deepened and cut across all 

levels of management. However, this type of work needs to build-on rather than replace the 

foundational elements of ability and integrity. 

In sum, the potential areas of development lie in the areas of adaptive intelligence, difficult 

conversations, teaming, and customer empathy. A lynchpin of all these topics is trust. 

6. Widening the Inquiry 

This brief analysis of Hogan Assessment data of Singaporean public servants illustrates the need to 

examine human (and leadership) behaviours in situ and build up to wider themes and questions. In 

this case the journey from the ground up led to a focus on the theme of trust. It also opens further 

areas of inquiry. 

A missing piece of the puzzle to this point lies in tendencies of people to bestow trust. After all, it is 

as much the ability of people to give trust that accelerates agility as it in the ability of individuals to 

project trustable traits. Data from other sources suggests this is an important area for further 

analysis. The World Value Survey also found that only 34.6% of Singapore respondents felt that 

‘most people can be trusted’ and over 80% of respondents indicated they don’t trust people they 

have met for the first time (Mathews et al 2021 Jul., p. 147). 

A second area for further and wider analysis is to examine the ABI framework to more depth, 

leveraging Hogan’s unique data. As leadership is contextual how might the balances of the ABI 

framework play out in different settings? How might the balance shift in other locations in Asia? 

A third area for further analysis concerns the utility of a trust lens for examining the nuances of the 

idea of East-Asian collectivism. The Singaporean Public Service sample was overwhelmingly Asian 

(the private sector more mixed) and might, therefore, present a starting point. Trust provides the 

sinews of social capital and activates the relationships which underpin leadership. How might the 

nature of context specific trust profiles inform understandings of the variations in Asian leadership? 

Summary 

Leadership is contextual. Leadership across Asia is indeed a mosaic resulting from the differences in 

operating contexts to which effective leadership must adapt and the uneven interweaving of 

imported leadership doctrines and localised patterns of behaviour. As a result, the ongoing work of 

identifying leadership for and from Asia will need to begin in situ and shaped by actual 

psychographic data. 

This brief paper has delved into Hogan psychographic data for Singapore. It found that the biases 

apparent in the Public Sector may be conducive to their roles of generating systemic trust. However, 

these very strengths might present challenges in the turmoil and transformations of the coming 

years. Future trends will likely require new approaches. These should not come at the cost of the 

foundational strength of trust. Indeed, as the work of leading business scholar Amy Edmondson has 

shown, effective adaptation can happen best in high trust environments (Edmondson 2019). 
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NOTES 
1 / https://hcli.org/ 
2/ See Hogan’s work on global norms (Hogan 2011) 
3/ https://www.optimalconsulting.com.sg/index_en.aspx 
4/ The massive GLOBE leadership study identified trustworthiness as the most universal of desired 
traits in leaders across cultures. Den Hartog, D. N., & Et AL. (1999). 
5/ There are important distinctions between trust in another person and trust in a system or 
organisation. This area might prove fruitful for further examination of trust in Asia but is not 
engaged here. See Svare, H., Gausdal, A. H., & Möllering, G. (2019). 
6 / A shift in mindset will likely be needed to meet the challenges ahead. This shift may already be in 
place among younger government workers who have come of age in a period of complexity and 
uncertainty. Future analysis will take up this possibility. 
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APPENDIX: HOGAN SCALE DEFINITIONS 

Hogan Personality Inventory 

Adjustment: confidence, self-esteem, and composure under pressure 

Ambition: initiative, competitiveness, and desire for leadership roles 

Sociability: extraversion, gregarious, and need for social interaction 

Interpersonal Sensitivity: tact, perceptiveness, and ability to maintain relationships 

Prudence: self-discipline, responsibility, and conscientiousness 

Inquisitive: imagination, curiosity, and creative potential 

Learning Approach: achievement-oriented and up-to-date on business and technical matters 

Motivations, Values, and Values Inventory 

Recognition: responsive to attention, approval, and praise 

Power: desire for success, accomplishment, status, and control 

Hedonism: orientation for fun, pleasure, and enjoyment 

Altruistic: desire to help others and contribute to society 

Affiliation: desire for and enjoyment of social interaction 

Tradition: dedication, strong personal beliefs, and obligation 

Security: need for predictability, structure, and order 

Commerce: interest in money, profits, investment, and business opportunities 

Aesthetics: need for self-expression, concern over look, feel, and design of work products 

Science: quest for knowledge, research, technology, and data 

Hogan Development Survey 

Excitable: moody, easily annoyed, hard to please, and emotionally volatile 

Skeptical: distrustful, cynical, sensitive to criticism, and focused on the negative 

Cautious: unassertive, resistant to change, risk-averse, and slow to make decisions 

Reserved: aloof, indifferent to the feelings of others, and uncommunicative 

Leisurely: overtly cooperative, but privately irritable, stubborn, and uncooperative 

Bold: overly self-confident, arrogant, with inflated feelings of self-worth 

Mischievous: charming, risk-taking, limit-testing and excitement-seeking 

Colorful: dramatic, attention-seeking, interruptive, and poor listening skills 

Imaginative: creative, but thinking and acting in unusual or eccentric ways 

Diligent: meticulous, precise, hard to please, and tends to micromanage 

Dutiful: eager to please and reluctant to act independently or against popular opinion 


