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As the old saying goes, “laut mana yang tak berombak, bumi mana yang tak ditimpa hujan”. Translated
loosely, no sea is calm, and no land is sheltered from rain. Challenges are everywhere and continuous. It
comes in different shapes, scale, and speed over time. Apart from awareness, leaders need to have the
relevant knowledge, skills, and wisdom to navigate them. In that light, RSOG in collaboration with the
Public Service Department of Malaysia (JPA), organised a senior leadership programme “Leading In A
Challenging World” in November and December 2022. 

Following the selection and invitation-related processes, a pre-programme engagement session was held
for the 20 participants at RSOG’s office in Cyberjaya. Introduction to the programme, preparing the right
learning mindset, and building teamwork were the three main aims of the session. The presence of
representatives from JPA and the Australian High Commission provided the opportunity for the participants
to seek insight and guidance on logistical and regulatory-connected matters.

It was heartening to learn that the participants came from different professional backgrounds, ranging
from administrative and diplomatic to accountancy, engineering, law, architecture, and veterinary, to
name a few. The good balance between male and female participants was another plus point observed.

The following week, the participants continued their learning experience at the Melbourne Business School
(MBS). MBS is a graduate school under the esteemed University of Melbourne in Australia, where English
proficiency, quality education, friendlier climate and time gap, and comparable federal and state structure
offer plus points to the learning experience. Melbourne, in particular is always in the top tier in term of
liveability and diversity. In 1956, Melbourne became the first city outside North America or Europe to hold
the Olympics. It is also home of the famous tennis Grand Slam of Asia (the Australian Open).

One is often told that “the sky is the limit.” Yet, such determination without guidance does more harm than
good. The learning experience kicked off with a-day long discussion relating to sustainability led by key
faculty at MBS Centre for Sustainability and Business. It also included a live interaction with the Head of
Financial Stability at the Reserve Bank of Australia. Climate change and the many imbalances seen today
are examples of the unintended consequences of the past. The Sustainable Development Goals is a
global-wide, comprehensive initiative introduced that requires serious attention from leaders across the
board. In cascading them, ideally, leaders need a certain clarity of purpose and their interlinks with others
in the ecosystem. Subsequent challenge for leaders is to zoom into issues and priorities before translating
them into matrix and maps, where the concept of ‘materiality’ and ‘capitals’ can be handy at work. 

The hands-on elements continued on the second day discussion from the perspective of governance and
administration, within the context of COVID-19 pandemic observed in Melbourne and the larger state of
Victoria. Whilst pandemic is in the emergency manual list, the scale and speed of COVID-19 were beyond
the imagination of leaders when they decided on governance and administration years ago. The Australian
experience, especially at the frontlines was a combination of adaptation and the introduction of new
service delivery - both a departure from their usual routine roles. Higher in the structure, the focus was on
assisting senior leaders to dispense advice based on evidence and instilling institutional humility. The way
forward in contemporary leadership literature points to people-related skills such as astuteness,
collaboration & connectivity, and being proactive. Such in-depth discussions were made possible by the
Melbourne School of Government. A special address by the newly appointed Dean and CEO of Australia
and New Zealand School of Government just before lunch was the icing on the cake for the second day.

Disclaimer: Views expressed in the article are aggregated and of their own, and do not reflect the opinion of the Guest Speaker’s 
      organisation and/or Razak School of Government.
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The participants headed to the Melbourne City Council in the first half of the third day to interact with
representatives from The Victorian Government Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions on the impact
and lessons learned from the recent pandemic. Measures that drew attention included direct capability
mentoring, especially relating to digital adoption that has helped to enhance resiliency. Language
assistance were also provided to bridge communication divide. The less privileged were compensated for
income loss due to taking time off for vaccination. Some of these measures have  “nudge” elements, which
is fundamental in behavioural insights. This new age tool that leaders should be familiar with was covered
substantially by the Melbourne School of Government in the afternoon session.

Another round of interactions were held at the Melbourne City Council on the fourth day. This time with
Victoria’s Department of Transport, The City of Melbourne, and Global Victoria. Being a melting pot,
Melbourne meticulously draws an inclusive recovery effort focusing on certain guiding principles. The
recovery emphasised the spirit of partnership, enabling the community to take lead, and the use of
evidence to adapt, among others. In the case of transportation, government intervention is guided by the
knowledge of private sector operations. Any consideration covers the entire supply chain and balances risk
and safety. The education interlink to Melbourne goes beyond student intake, tuition, and graduation.
Students are seen as a potential source of talent for Melbourne and the larger Victoria’s economy;
bringing new and diverse ideas that are often a prerequisite to becoming a creativity and innovation hub.

The discussion relating to education continued in the afternoon with representatives from specialist
institutions whose roles are noticeable in underserved areas like the less privileged youth. Interestingly,
such institutions are driven by enthusiasm and are less dependent on the government. 

The last day discussions centred around integrity and ethics and navigating changes. Generally, leaders
are encouraged to continuously reflect on their purpose, legitimacy, consistency in commitments, and
efficiency of pursuit - all which are equally important and interconnected. Every leader knows and are
being taught that upholding public interest is paramount. Lately, leaders are often caught between a rock
and a hard place kind of situation. Completeness and accuracy of information is crucial for leaders.
Contemporary studies noticed that navigating changes for leaders are no longer fixed and a regular task.
Being dynamic and adaptive is the order of the day. The Island of Change is a potential tool that leaders
can consider when navigating their organisations. It could help leaders to make sense of the situation they
are in and the strategies to adopt.

All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. The participants took time mainly after the daily sessions to
explore picturesque Melbourne and its gastronomy. It was a pleasant coincidence to experience the
enthusiasm of Australians, a competing country in the FIFA World Cup 2022. However, they exited the
tournament after losing to Argentina who eventually became the world champion.

The participants largely indicated their preference for follow ups. A more agile and personalised learning
like focus group discussion, coaching, and mentoring is in the pipeline for them. Even so, the digital
platform will continue to maintain the relationship.

In conclusion, leading in a challenging world requires a shift in mindset, additional tools in the box, and
adaptation in the way leaders lead. People have always been and will remain the focus in governance,
administration, and policymaking.
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