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It is often said that in times of crisis, true 
leadership emerges. This unparalleled 
crisis brought about a new normal that 
would have taken years to be gradually 
introduced. We are now forced to assimi-
late in the shortest of times. Approaching 
the new normal is similar to the way I 
approach my golf game. As Bobby Jones 
said, “Golf is the closest game to the 
game we call life. You get bad breaks 
from good shots, you get good breaks 
from bad shots, but you have to play the 
ball where it lies.” 

However, on the golf course, hazards 
such as water bodies, streams, and 
bunkers are pre-determined, and players 
strategize their game accordingly. But 
not every day will be bright and sunny. 
In normal circumstances of a casual 
friendly game, when there is a threat  
of bad weather, we can call off the game 
and head to the Clubhouse. In top-class 
competitions, such as the U.S. Open or 
The Masters, unless there is a threat of 
thunder and lightning, the game may 
proceed with players having to deal with 
windy and wet conditions!

What has unfolded through the COVID-19 
pandemic is the inclement weather in golf. 
Leaders must grapple with unplanned 
challenges. Life must go on. The spread 
of the virus needs to be checked; citizens’ 
welfare and livelihood must be protected; 
societal well-being and security must  
be maintained. 

It is time to step up and approach the 
challenges with radically different game-
play, and fast.

First, vision is required  
to improve strategy 
From a Malaysian perspective, the 
nation has been adopting a successful 
catch-up strategy primarily attributed 
to visionary leadership at the national 
level. The policies implemented aimed to 
elevate Malaysia from a backwater colony 
into a small developing nation poised 
for global growth. Although we can be 
considered a small economy, Malaysia 
finds its niche by fulfilling the demand 
for commodities and riding the crest of 
global growth. With low corruption levels 
in the 1970s till 1990s, the economy was 
successfully steered and evolved from 
agriculture-based into industrial-driven, 
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and now geared towards a new knowl-
edge-based and technology-intensive 
economy to generate wealth to fund 
development initiatives. 

Visionary leadership identifies oppor-
tunities amidst the crisis to ensure 
we remain on the fairway of socioeco-
nomic success. Looking ahead is just as 
important as managing the short-term 
health and economic ramifications of 
COVID-19. Sustainable development 
goals, shared prosperity, resiliency, and 
self-sufficiency are the common nuances 
in Malaysia’s transformational approach 
to the new normal.

Second, be mentally and 
physically ready to take  
the shot
In recent years, Malaysia’s development 
appears to be rough, with inefficiencies 
at different levels being our stumbling 
block. The world today demands SHAPED 
leaders: Sincere, Humble, Approachable, 
Proactive, Ethical and Diligent. 

Sincere leadership 
As society becomes more digitized, the 
need for human connections become 
even more precious. With many coun-
tries implementing stay-at-home orders 
and physical distancing, sincere lead-
ers that empathize with the well-being 
of those around them can create loyal 
followership. Sincere leadership can 
enthuse others to sacrifice for the 
greater good. For example, the Japan 
model, where their systemic sincere 
mindfulness of others was able to keep 
infections at a lower rate, even without 
strict enforcement of the law.

Humble leadership
With the consistent increase in the 
wealth gap, inequalities among the  
social strata are becoming more evident. 
While the virus knows no borders, race, 
gender, or wealth status, social media 
has unravelled the different treatment 
of COVID-19 among various economic 
groups. Leaders and those in wealth that 
have flaunted their privileged class are 
now being brought down to earth by the 
power of the people. On the other hand, 

humble leaders have seen their approval 
ratings soar amidst their approach in 
dealing with the crisis.

Approachable leadership
Today’s most effective leaders who can 
manage multigenerational individuals 
are those who create a safe environment 
where everyone has a sense of belonging 
and will strive towards a shared vision. 
Long gone are the days where the boss  
is propped on a pedestal to be feared and 
admired. Today, an approachable leader 
that is relatable garners more support, 
particularly from the younger generation, 
by emphasizing a flat hierarchy and a 
meaningful purpose in life.

Proactive leadership
In today’s world, we need proactive 
leadership that anticipates unplanned 
challenges arising from various scenar-
ios, develops agile strategies to minimize 
risks, and leverages opportunities. Wild-
card scenarios and black swan events 
like pandemics, natural disasters, wars, 
and commodity dumping are low prob-
ability but highly impactful events that 
are occurring more frequently and have 
changed the way we do business and 

About this paper
This paper is an outcome of the GFCC 
Now. Bridge. Reboot. conversation 
series (conversations.thegfcc.org), 
which featured business, research, policy 
and thought leaders from 30 countries 
in eight live dialogues on the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis and the 
trends emerging for the future economy.

We invited the participants of this dia-
logues series to reflect on the challenges 
and issues associated with leadership 
during the current crisis and in the world 
that we are seeing emerge out of it.

Learn more about the GFCC Now. Bridge. 
Reboot. conversation series at 
conversations.thegfcc.org.

Watch the conversation
Ahmad Tajuddin Ali participated in the 
"Local realities: looking East" conversation 
June 3. Watch the session on the GFCC 
YouTube channel.
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The Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Councils
The GFCC is a global multi-stakeholder 
membership organization that has univer-
sities, corporations, government agencies 
and private sector industry organizations 
and councils as members. Combining 
its members and fellows, the GFCC has 
a footprint in more than 30 countries. 
Leaders and organizations in our network 
strive to advance innovation, productivity 
and prosperity in their nations, regions 
and cities. 

To know more about the GFCC, visit our 
website or contact info@thegfcc.org.

/GlobalFederationofCompetitive-
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govern nations. While most are aware  
of the impending economic downturn 
and possible extended recession, how 
many leaders have developed agile  
strategies to face this impending doom 
and gloom?

Ethical leadership
As technology advancements blur the 
distinction between the cyber and phys-
ical worlds and automation increases, 
ethical conundrums will rise. While 
humans toe the line on challenging 
science and playing God, leaders answer-
ing ethical questions need to be guided 
by the goal of creating the most value 
for society. In the age of accountability 
and transparency, ethical leadership in 
creating value and delivery of results 
are often in the limelight. Today, it is no 
longer acceptable to be in the grey, but 
there is now increasing pressure to draw 
distinctive lines distinguishing what is 
right and wrong.

Diligent leadership
Which is more important, "doing things 
right" or "doing the right things"? Neither. 
Today, it is about doing the right things 
right. Leaders and those around them are 
now expected to work even harder in the 
face of challenges and restrictive condi-
tions. The pressure for leaders today is 
to do well and, when in the face of failure, 
be accountable and able to quickly learn 
and bounce back from failure, turning it 
into quick wins. The new normal sees an 
increasing need for diligent leaders who 
work tirelessly towards the greater good 
without expecting personal gains.

Third, execution: A smooth 
power swing 
While leaders might envision strategies 
in approaching the new normal, it is 
another matter altogether to execute 
with the desired impact. With numerous 
new strategies and initiatives devised for 
the unplanned changes impacting the 
way we live, work, learn, and play, there 
is a need for effective implementation 
of these strategies. Leadership at every 
level is needed to start right and ensure 
our trajectory towards a shared purpose.

Lastly, committing  
to the follow through
Not only is the management of resources 
crucial, but it ensures performance and 
accountability in the long term. There 
are no short-term wins if they eventually 
costs us the war. Socioeconomic devel-
opment towards nation and brand build-
ing is not a sprint, but a marathon. That 
is even more evident in this Great Reset 
that will test our resilience in the face of 
unplanned challenges and unchartered 
hazards.

No nation, corporation, business, society, 
family, or individual has been spared. 
For nations, the priority is ensuring the 
health and safety of its citizens while 
balancing economic growth. For corpora-
tions and businesses, it is to protect the 
jobs of its employees and ensure revenue 
growth and profits. For society, it is about 
social distancing and being mindful about 
others. For families and individuals, it is 
about keeping your loved ones safe and 
ensuring their needs are met. 

As leaders, we must deal with these 
unplanned challenges head-on: We can-
not just stop and wait for it to blow over. 

"As society becomes 
more digitized, the need 
for human connections 
become even more 
precious. With many 
countries implementing 
stay-at-home orders 
and physical distancing, 
sincere leaders that 
empathize with the well-
being of those around 
them can create loyal 
followership."
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