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FOREWORD

Allen Lew

“Change is not a constant.” Change instead is accelerating 
every single day.

Oliver Foo makes this point early in this book. I whole-
heartedly agree. Think of how the global landscape has 
changed in a few short years. 

Simultaneous all-out military conflicts in Europe and 
the Middle East threaten not just regional but global stabil-
ity. Generative AI has arrived with a bang and will potentially 
impact every single job. A global pandemic killed millions and 
upended almost every aspect of life as we know it. 

Add to this list a more fragile USA-China relationship, 
accelerated climate change and the dizzying pace at which 
technology continues to evolve.

Consultants sometimes use a so-called STEEP model to 
analyse the impact of changes to organisations in five domains: 
Social, Technological, Economic, Environmental and Political. 
It’s not my intention to go into any detail of this model. I raise 
this to make three points. 

First, a change in just one domain can have a huge 
impact in the way organisations operate. Second, every single 
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event mentioned above has on its own brought changes to 
some domains. Third, put the events all together and it is clear 
there are significant changes in all five domains. Their com-
bined disruptive impact on organisations is undeniable. The 
worse news is that we can expect future waves of change to 
come even more frequently. 

In this onslaught of change, organisations must be more 
resilient to change. The resilience I speak of isn’t so much one 
of an immovable force bravely facing the winds of change, 
emerging unscathed. I speak more of an agile and nimble 
entity adapting readily to new challenges. The commonly used 
image of bamboo stems that bend with the wind while strongly 
anchored to the ground is even more relevant now.

So what makes an organisation resilient like bamboo?
A lot of it is about its people. Sure, a company’s strategies 

and processes must cater for changes in the marketplace. But 
it is employees who execute on strategies and processes. Agile 
and resilient employees are motivated employees. Motivated 
employees stay in a company not just because of the salary; 
they stay because they feel they belong and see potential for 
growth and empowerment. Motivated employees coupled 
with a strong value proposition from the company are the 
biggest indicator of satisfied customers. And this cannot be 
overstated: satisfied customers are a company’s competitive 
advantage.

What will make a workforce agile and resilient? What will 
make employees give their all and forge a new path in the face 
of adversity? If that is the end we seek, what is the beginning?

It all begins with an agile and resilient leader. 

The model of a CEO or senior leader who needs only to 
focus on strategy and leave the execution to a COO or project 
director is long out of date. Leaders need to be equally adept 
at both strategy and execution. But even this powerful two-
pronged combination of competency in the domains of What 
(strategy) and How (execution) needs a booster shot. 

The art of execution in the workplace used to be focused 
on three things: setting clear objectives, keeping everyone 
aligned and keeping progress on track. Set targets, set incen-
tive structures and crack the whip. This is now complicated by 
an environment of accelerating change. 

While rapid changes are viewed by older workers as 
“change”, younger workers view them as “normal” and have 
wholly different expectations. An older worker may prefer to 
meet face to face, while younger workers are perfectly happy 
texting or meeting via Zoom, with the video disabled. What 
might clearly be an incentive to someone might be inter-
preted as a disincentive by their teams. In short, there is now 
greater potential for an “understanding” or “interpretation” 
gap between leaders and the teams they lead, or even amongst 
teammates.

In this ever-evolving mix of change and new expecta-
tions, I’ll add a third prong that leaders need to master: the 
ability to understand their own and their team’s intrinsic 
motivations, and from there to shape their own behaviour to 
shape the behaviours of the people they lead. Agile and resilient 
leaders enable agile and resilient employees.

Leaders need to listen, clarify, understand, decide, cajole, 
reprimand, course-correct and motivate – sometimes all in the 
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same meeting. And throughout it all, they must be anchored in 
and showcase their company values. But here’s the challenge: 
unless you understand your own intrinsic motivations – your 
Why – it will be very difficult to consistently address your 
team’s motivations. On the flip side, if you manage to do so, 
your team will follow you through thick and thin. 

So how can a leader get better at understanding their 
own and their team’s motivations, to then shape their own and 
their team’s behaviours? 

The “Head to Heart to Habit” framework is a powerful 
new tool you can add to your leadership toolbox. It’ll help you 
understand what drives your motivations and behaviours at 
work. It’ll also guide you to change your behaviours to sup-
port your goals. Mastered well, you will engage and lead your 
employees better. Mastered well, this framework could be one 
of your most oft-used tools.

And the same message goes out not just to leaders; it is 
equally applicable to employees and individual contributors. 
The framework will allow you to understand yourself and your 
stakeholders – your colleagues, your bosses, your clients and 
your partners – that much better. It will also guide you to take 
the steps needed to make meaningful changes in your behav-
iour to get to your goals.

One final message. In a 40-plus-year career where I’ve 
been privileged to lead organisations in multiple countries, 
one thing stands out to me as an important enabler of suc-
cess. The ones who succeed are those who continually strive 
to acquire knowledge, to be better and to then venture. 

The ideas presented by Oliver within these pages are not 
merely aspirational; they are practical and actionable steps for 
leaders to think, act and live, so they can be the best version of 
themselves. And so that the people and companies they lead 
can be the champions of their respective industries. Give it a 
go – you will see the impact!

In all your pursuits, I wish you the very best.

Allen Lew is the Chairman of Certis Group, and a board member of 
Raffles Medical Group, Citibank Singapore Limited, and the Mar-
itime and Port Authority of Singapore. He was formerly Executive 
Chairman of Excom AIS Thailand, CEO of Optus Australia and 
CEO of Singtel Singapore.



I N T R O D U C T I O N

15

I N T R O D U C T I O N

90-10

Let me start with two noteworthy quotes from the world of 
treating heart patients.

If you look at people after coronary-artery bypass 
grafting two years later, 90% of them have not changed 
their lifestyle. (Dr Edward Miller, Dean of Medical 
School and CEO of hospital at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity, 2004) 

And 15 years later, despite easy access to great medical advice 
on what needs to be done …

Less than 10% of heart failure patients comply with 
advice on salt and fluid restrictions, daily weighing, 
and physical activity. (European Society of Cardiol-
ogy, 2019) 

I first learnt in 2011 that only about 10% of heart patients 
change their lifestyle post-treatment – the very lifestyle that 
played a major role in causing their heart disease.
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I was driving a Sales Excellence programme across 
Asia-Pacific (APAC) in the multi-national company I worked 
for then. An external training consultant shared with me that 
unless we looked at skills development more holistically – 
using the heart patient anecdote to illustrate the point – we 
were doomed to fail. He didn’t put it quite so starkly, but the 
point stuck.

How is it possible that even with a matter literally relating 
to life and death, 90% of heart patients do not change their behav-
iour? How could they be so cavalier with their life choices? 

Or so I thought.

*      *      *

Originally trained as an engineer, my first job was as a coder, 
or software engineer as we were called back in the 1980s. After 
six years, I moved into sales and marketing. My new company 
supplied telecommunications companies (telcos) with the 
network equipment needed to provide their mobile and broad-
band services. 

This new world of engaging with clients directly was as 
different from my old world of coding as could be. In coding, 
we sought stability and predictability. A well-written piece of 
software behaves exactly as we want it to every single time. 
In sales and marketing, no two engagements with clients are 
alike. 

The whole process of understanding a client’s chal-
lenges, their internal decision-making process, and their 
formal and informal power structures fascinated me. What did 

my clients do before they made their decisions? How did they 
seek and process information? How did they follow through 
on a decision?

Thus began a life-long interest in understanding organ-
isational and individual behaviour. I often paid as much 
attention to the thought process of the person negotiating 
with me from across the boardroom table as I did their busi-
ness issues and my company’s products and services.

Along the way, I noticed a certain select breed of exec-
utives who seemed to be “multi-competent”. Ask them to 
deep-dive and project-manage the company’s digitalisation 
project, and after a shaky start, they find a way to have the wind 
on their backs and embrace the PM role with ease. Appoint 
them head of sales a couple years later, and they also become 
adept at building client relationships and understanding their 
issues. Throw them into tough negotiations in a boardroom 
and they figure out a way to thrive. 

My left brain kept asking a few questions. Why do some 
people adapt so well to new challenges? How do the same 
people acquire new skills and behaviours so easily? 

Conversely, why do so many others fail to change – like 
90% of heart patients – even when they know the conse-
quences of not changing? Why is adaptability so elusive to 
them? This wasn’t a case of them having a Fixed Mindset, where 
one believes that abilities are fixed and innate qualities. Many 
of my very intelligent and competent colleagues who really 
invested in acquiring a new behaviour at work, struggled to do 
so when they moved into a new role.
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Fast forward 30-plus years from the rookie coder to 
the present, and it’s now clear to me. Behavioural change is 
a skill we can learn – but the bulk of us have been taught it 
incorrectly! 

The challenge stems from the way we are often trained 
to think about behavioural change only from the Intellectual 
perspective. It doesn’t help that companies and industry at 
large often design their leadership development or change 
management programmes around What to do. To lead or 
communicate better at work, we are trained to listen more, 
understand everyone’s views, ask good questions and explain 
our decisions by providing data to back our position. This is 
What we need to do, they keep telling us. 

But What alone is seldom sufficient. And unfortunately, 
rare is the programme that invites us to look at acquiring skills 
beyond the What.

What does this book cover?

This book guides us to look at behavioural change from three 
perspectives: What (Intellectual), Why (Emotional) and How 
(Execution). I will be introducing a framework that I have 
developed for behavioural change called Head to Heart to 
Habit (HHH). The HHH Framework will help you change 
your attitudes and behaviours – and sustain them – to get to 
your goals.  

Who is this book meant for?

I have two answers for this question. 
The first answer is: anyone who wants to achieve a goal 

or a behavioural change for themselves.
This book will help you understand what may have been 

impeding your success. You will learn how you can sustainably 
make behavioural changes that will get you to your goal.

My second answer is: Leaders and HR Business Partners 
will also benefit greatly from knowledge of this framework, to 
guide direct reports or colleagues on their change journeys. 
This book will help you understand the challenges they face. 
Leaders, you will need to know how to help them navigate 
every phase of their change journey.

I have successfully applied the HHH Framework in a 
wide range of contexts, including:

• A CEO trying to get two members of his Excom – the 
Head of Sales and the Head of Products – and their 
respective departments to blame each other less and 
collaborate more.

• A recently promoted Regional Head of Operations 
trying to confidently lead former peers, most of 
whom were older and more experienced than she 
was, and some of whom she used to work for.

• A Department Head managing and keeping a team 
of high-potential Gen Zs on task, only to receive a 
surprisingly bad Employee Engagement score and 
observe the start of a worrying trend of resignations.
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• A senior Civil Service Officer transitioning to the 
private sector, where corporate culture is much dif-
ferent from the regimented one he was used to.

• A founder CEO of a start-up, finding that managing 
investors and staff are two very different kettles of 
fish.

• A superstar Sales Executive struggling to be the sales 
team leader that he’d been promoted to, and slowly 
realising that managing a team of aggressive sales 
persons is a completely different job.

• A veteran Project Director leading for the first time 
a virtual team from different divisions and different 
countries, and noticing gaps in the project specifica-
tions and differences between work cultures.

• A father building a better relationship with his 
teenage son, and realising that as the boy grew into 
a young adult, “telling” him what to do was neither 
effective nor welcome.

• An Executive Coach seeking a framework to guide 
coachees on their change journey. 

While I’ve drawn on my experience in industry, and many of 
the examples I give are focused on the workplace, the HHH 
Framework is equally applicable to non-work-related behav-
ioural change. 

To bring the concepts to life in this book, I have woven 
in relevant stories from my own journey and interactions with 
clients, colleagues and friends. Of course, to protect each indi-
vidual’s privacy, I have changed their names.

One last note: This book introduces a number of con-
cepts and terms. To help you navigate this, the Glossary at 
the end of the book serves as a convenient place to refresh or 
check your understanding of the concepts. 

I have found success with this framework – as an indi-
vidual, as a leader and as an executive coach. Whatever your 
context, I hope you will too. 
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C H A P T E R  1 

BEING FAT  
WITH TWO  
BLIND SPOTS
“We all have a blind spot …  
shaped exactly like us.”
— Junot Diaz

 

Most New Year’s resolutions fail 
before February

January 2008. I was working at a global telco equipment sup-
plier in Singapore. I enjoyed my job, liked interacting with my 
team and had an office environment that empowered me. My 
typical work schedule entailed long hours in the office, enter-
taining clients about twice a week, travelling on business two 
to three times a month and sleeping probably six hours a night. 

One rainy morning in Brunei, after yet another unnec-
essarily long late-night conference call the night before, an 
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unfamiliar number stared up at me from the hotel bathroom 
scale. Without realising it, I had put on 5 kg in a little over 10 
months.

I’m not sure what it was about this incident, but a sudden 
wave of tiredness came over me. 2007, and the close of the 
fourth quarter in particular, had been incredibly hectic. The 
company was a year into a major merger with a former com-
petitor. As in the early stages of most major mergers, things 
were messy. We had to quickly streamline the merged entity, 
decide who would keep key roles, which solution suite would 
continue and what new processes to adopt. Many people lost 
their jobs and many of those who remained struggled amidst 
an unhealthy display of insecurity and ego. More importantly, 
we had to convince our clients to stick with us as other com-
petitors took advantage of our internal “distractions”. 

It was my second year as country head and I had thrown 
everything at my disposal into meeting my targets. As the 
senior country officer of the Singapore office with 400 staff, 
my pride would not let me fail. I’d driven the team hard. As 
to be expected, the team was tired. I was tired. Thinking back, 
I had also fallen ill a number of times throughout the year. 
Each time I caught a bug, what used to take a couple nights 
of good sleep to shake off would often take more than a week 
to recover from. With no extended year-end break and an 
18-month-old toddler son at home, somehow the new year 
– and all its expectations of new targets – weighed heavily 
on me.

As I stared at the bathroom scale, a thought came to me: 
I need to get more healthy. I’m tired of being tired. 

The thing is, not being a big fellow, 5 kg overweight is 
significant. Being a disciplined person though, my next deci-
sion was natural: to put willpower to work. I resolved to sleep 
more, exercise more, be more careful about my diet, and lose 
the 5 kg over five months. The specific task, my inner voice 
said, would be to average seven hours of sleep a night, run for 
30 minutes twice a week and reduce my carbohydrate intake 
by halving my rice consumption.

The weekend found me struggling through my first 
30-minute run in years. The run itself was agony but it felt 
great after. That felt good. I’ll run again mid-week. Also, instead 
of a full serving of carbs – rice in my case – I opted for a 
half-portion at each meal.

Monday came and work became all-consuming again. 
While I tried to go to bed by 11 p.m., my mind was too active 
for me to fall asleep. Mid-week flew by without the second 
run of the week. By the end of the week, my rice consumption 
was reduced for sure, but only because I had started a series 
of Chinese New Year celebrations with my clients, involving 
lunches and dinners that overfed everyone with lo hei (a Sin-
gaporean concoction of raw fish salad), noodles and desserts.

The next weekend, I ran for another 30 minutes. I ran 
more slowly this time, hated the run a little less and again felt 
the endorphin high after. Though my knees were a little sore, 
it still felt good generally. Monday evening came and found 
me on a flight for a regional meeting. Three days later, I flew 
home, having not done the mid-week run, a little sleep-de-
prived, probably a half kilogram heavier and slightly hungover 
from the numerous networking events.
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Fast forward a few months and by June 2008, I was still 
sleeping no more than six hours a night, running perhaps once 
or twice a month and my weight had crept up a further 1 kg.

I don’t recall being disappointed, just puzzled. Get-
ting more healthy was important to me. Deep down I knew 
I wanted to. Yet I’d failed on each of the three health metrics 
(sleep, exercise and diet) I’d set for myself. The logical part 
of me put it down to my being busy at work and not being 
focused enough on this goal. If I really focused on it, I’d get back 
on track.

Two blind spots

What I didn’t realise then was that I had two major blind spots.
Some readers would have heard of the four stages of 

learning a new skill.

• Stage 1: Unconsciously Incompetent
• Stage 2: Consciously Incompetent
• Stage 3: Consciously Competent
• Stage 4: Unconsciously Competent

In Stage 1, we start off as a complete novice where we are 
Unconsciously Incompetent. We have no skills at all in a cer-
tain domain and are not aware that we do not possess any 
skills.

After getting some lessons or doing some research, we 
move to Stage 2, where we are Consciously Incompetent. 
In this stage, we are still executing incorrectly. Importantly 

though, we know what we are doing wrong and what we need 
to do to get on the right track.

After a few weeks, months or years of practice, we finally 
get it right and get to Stage 3, where we are Consciously Com-
petent. We are now executing correctly. However, it takes 
conscious effort to do so. Each time we lose focus, mistakes 
occur.

Finally, after a few more weeks, months or years, in Stage 
4, we are so adept that we are effortlessly executing correctly 
without much pro-active thought. We are now Unconsciously 
Competent.

Think of how we drive a car. When we were kids, we 
couldn’t drive, and we didn’t know that we didn’t have the 
requisite skills to do so. When we got old enough, we took les-
sons with a driving instructor and for the first time learnt how 
difficult it is to simultaneously manage a clutch and a stick 
shift, or for the younger readers, how difficult it is to parallel 
park. After a few more lessons, and hopefully before the test 
date, we finally got the hang of it – but only when we focused 
hard. Now, after years of driving, we hardly think of what we 
do when we drive to work.

The same four stages apply when we look at behavioural 
change.

My issue in trying to implement a new sleep, exercise 
and diet regiment all those years ago was that while I under-
stood superficially the science of healthy living (the What), I 
was a complete novice – Unconsciously Incompetent – in two 
equally important aspects of behavioural change: the Why and 
the How. These were my two blind spots.
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While change always begins with awareness – we can’t 
change what we aren’t aware of! – what is the best way to 
illuminate our blind spots? In the following chapters, we will 
develop a framework to address this.

Summary of Introduction and Chapter 1

• Only 10% of heart patients change their lifestyle 
post-treatment, despite easy access to good medical 
advice on what to do.

• A focus on What alone will not get us to our goals.
• Behavioural change, though difficult, is a skill we can 

learn.
• When we learn a skill, we proceed through four 

stages: from Unconsciously Incompetent to Con-
sciously Incompetent to Consciously Competent 
and finally to Unconsciously Competent.

• When seeking to make behavioural change, we are 
often Unconsciously Incompetent with respect to 
the Why and the How – two critical blind spots.
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