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hitting a glass ceiling?

On November 5, HR leaders 
in Singapore from a variety 
of industries joined global HR 
executive Syed Ali Abbas and 
Odgers Berndtson Managing 
Director Andie Rees for an open 
discussion on a topic of particular 
interest in the region: 
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Abbas opened the discussion by noting 
that Asian talent is increasingly breaking 

into country lead and functional regional 
leadership roles but there still seems to be a 
glass ceiling when it comes to roles like the 
CEO of Asia Pacific and roles with global 
responsibilities. HR executives of global 
businesses face two different pressures when 
it comes to Asian talent. On the one hand, 
companies want diverse business teams that 
understand and reflect the customers they 
are serving. On the other hand, the business 
wants to hire and promote leaders that 
perform at a high level and achieve quick 
results. 

There is a perception that putting Asian 
talent into more regional and global roles 
fulfils the first objective but may fall short 
on the second. According to the Corporate 
Executive Board, one of the top 23 things for 
HR executives to watch out for in 2015 is a 
lack of innovation and growth mind set in 
the corporate culture in Asia. This perceived 
limitation of Asian talent is worth testing. 
The opposing view is that cultivating and 
promoting Asian talent can be profitable for 
a business that is growing in Asia and can 
have a positive impact in terms of increasing 
the local relevance of it’s operations and 
products. 

What followed was a 
frank discussion during 
which the HR executives 
in attendance shared 
their experiences on 
a number of fronts in 
tackling this issue.
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An initial observation shared by one of 
the HR executives in attendance was that 
getting high-potential Asian talent to move 
geographically in order to gain experience 
in different regions and functionalities can 
be a challenge. Abbas agreed that Asian 
cultures, for a variety of reasons, have a 
lower risk tolerance compared to the West, 
which can result in less willingness to move 
internationally. But things are changing in 
pockets where opportunities for educational 
and career advancement exist.

To illustrate one approach to this challenge, 
Abbas offered an example from AT&T, whose 
leadership teams in Asia Pacific consisted 
almost entirely of local talent. Local hires 
would learn the AT&T way of doing things 
first and then those with leadership potential 
would be promoted regionally to minimize 
culture shock and relocation disruption. 
If they succeeded in the regional role and 

showed an appetite for more experience, they 
would be asked to do a rotation in the United 
States. In this way, they gained the skills 
they needed to be successful in a global role 
incrementally over the course of their careers. 
If local leadership roles were filled by expats in 
the first instance, local talent with leadership 
potential might be overlooked.  

Another HR executive shared that he has 
found people in Asia are more open to short-
term moves and that they can learn a lot both 
in customer-facing and technical roles through 
short-term placements. Another option is to 
offer the flexibility to commute to another 
city during the week but return home on the 
weekends. Another executive added that her 
company is trying is to base global positions 
in Asia and then appoint Asian talent to those 
roles. Global roles necessarily involve a lot of 
travel but a role based in Singapore would not 
require the executive to uproot their family.

An interesting career development initiative 
that one HR executive has tried is to put 
high-potential Asian executive into “bird’s 
eye view” roles. For example, sending talent 
from China to the US in order to “shadow” 
members of the current global leadership 
team and develop the skills needed to 
become a global leader in two to three 
years. While in the US, these promising 
executives wouldn’t have a well-defined role 
or responsibilities but they would be exposed 
to parts of the business they wouldn’t see 
otherwise. 

A development tool Abbas has used in 
the past is to give potential global leaders 

exposure to different business environments, 
which he cautioned is only possible in 
an organization of adequate scale with 
diverse business lines. You can give leaders 
assignments based on product lifecycle, 
for example, providing experience with a 
mature product and then, once they’ve 
mastered that, moving them into a high-
growth product with different business 
considerations. Abbas noted that this diversity 
of exposure might not be something that 
multinational companies headquartered in the 
West are giving their people in Asia. 
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The Speakers and Facilitators:

Based in Singapore, Syed Ali Abbas is the Chief Human Resources Officer for Pacnet’s HR 
function globally. He was part of the executive team that successfully transformed Pacnet 
from a midsize traditional telecommunications services company into an innovative technology 
solutions company. Since the acquisition of Pacnet by Telstra, he has focused on integrating the 
global operations and workforces of the two companies. Abbas has more than 16 years of HR 
experience, with 10 years in top global or regional HR leadership roles. He joined Pacnet from 
AT&T, where he worked in various capacities, including executive director of HR for Asia Pacific. 
Prior to that, he worked for KPMG in India. Abbas holds a postgraduate diploma in business 
analysis from Lancaster University, UK, and a BA (honours) from Delhi University, India. He is a 
global member of the Society for Human Resource Management (US) and a life member of the 
National HRD Network of India.

Syed Ali Abbas
Chief Human Resources Officer
Pacnet
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Anna Martin, the Odgers Berndtson lead for the HR practice, closed out the session 
with some highlights from a forthcoming white paper that she is currently in the 
midst of researching.  Stay tuned for that paper to follow in due course…

Abbas pointed out the difference between 
various types of high-profile corporate 
investments in Asian talent he’s seen in the 
past decade: ranging from PR-friendly but 
low impact initiatives like opening a corporate 
university campus, to major statements of 
intent with a high impact like moving global 
roles to Singapore, Hong Kong, China and 
India. An example of the latter he is watching 
with great interest right now is Lego, which 
has moved their global HR function and other 
parts of their global management team to 
Asia because this is such an important growth 
market for their future. They are actively 
making investments in various Asian markets 
and are hiring in the market for global 
executives and frontline talent to match their 
ambitions. That will give the Asian talent in 
Lego excellent exposure to experiences as 
diverse as building a greenfield manufacturing 
plant in China to rolling out their entire 
product range across Asia. This business-
driven initiative is likely to be far more 
successful from an Asian talent development 
perspective than the many companies who 
secure some real estate on a long lease as a 
“university campus”, hire some excellent L&D 

talent to staff it and then run mostly training 
programs or networking events in it that 
could just as easily have been done elsewhere.

Finally, Abbas shared one initiative that goes 
beyond the classic performance metrics and 
analytics – actively matching the percentage 
of talent to the contribution of different 
regions or demographics to revenue. If 
10% of global revenue comes from Asia, 
then target to have 10% of your leadership 
ranks be of Asian origin. If you are selling 
a product that is primarily aimed at female 
customers, then the management team that 
is supporting that product should contain 
more women. Abbas said this is not a system 
he has employed personally but suggested 
that it could be a good performance metric to 
consider as an aspirational goal. 

The group was not able to exhaust such 
a complex and multi-faceted topic in one 
breakfast session but the attendees thanked 
Abbas with a hearty round of applause for 
leading such a fruitful discussion and took 
away some useful insights and food for 
thought. 
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