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Introduction
This report presents the findings of Roffey Park Institute, Profile Search & 
Selection and The Next Step’s research - Working in Asia Pacific: Key HR and 
Leadership Priorities for 2019. The report covers the views of employees on 
working life in Singapore, Hong Kong, mainland China and Australia. This survey 
is in its fourth year and is the sister report to Roffey Park Institute’s annual 
Management Agenda which covers the UK and Europe. The aim of the research 
is to highlight employee views on working life and provide rigorous and relevant 
data which will enable leaders in organisations across the four countries to decide 
what they may need to start, stop and continue doing in order to build and further 
develop their organisation to ensure continued success.

Respondents from this year’s survey included 970 managers and non-managers 
from Singapore, 608 from Hong Kong, 492 from mainland China, and 732 from 
Australia.  The respondents to this year’s survey were both HR and non-HR 
professionals of varying levels of seniority. The respondents were from a wide 
range of industrial sectors and from organisations both large and small. Details on 
the profile of respondents, and the organisations they work for, can be found in 
Appendix 1. Information on how the research was conducted can be found in the 
Methodology section in Appendix 2.

The report covers a broad range of aspects of organisational life, from leadership, 
AI, HR, organisational culture and change, to well-being and diversity.
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Executive Summary
Organisations need to develop the developers

The capabilities and skills of HR professionals are critical to ensuring organisations and 
their employees can adapt to the changing business and market demands. Our research 
identifies an urgent need for HR professionals to build analytical capability to help drive 
engagement and performance, and technical skills, such as organisational development & 
design and managing (culture) change.

A crisis in HR confidence?

We found both HR and non-HR professionals reticent to rate any aspect of HR capability 
as excellent.  Confidence in HR to deliver for the business across all capabilities was quite 
low, specifically in relation to their use of AI, analytics and their approach to succession 
planning. We encourage organisations to urgently bring people from across their business 
to work together to address this perceived capability gap.  Looking for green shoots 
of confidence we identified, from HR professionals and non-HR professionals alike, a 
growing HR capability and reputation in the areas of developing inclusive and diverse 
workforces and facilitating learning.  

HR need to guide organisations to find people who ‘fit’ 
culturally, and engage with them during change  

The data shows that the biggest talent challenge for organisations is finding people 
with the right cultural fit, and that was a greater barrier than finding people with the right 
technical skill-set. Given the ever-present demands on organisations to adapt and change, 
combined with the challenges inherent in implementing change and the need for HR 
professionals to develop capability in managing change, it is perhaps unsurprising our 
research identified employee engagement and morale as a key people challenge.  Is 
it that we are uncovering the impact of unsuccessful change occurring in organisations 
across Asia Pacific?
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Leaders and HR professionals need to drive more inclusive 
workplaces where both ends of the age spectrum thrive

All the countries surveyed are facing an ageing population issue. The impact of this 
demographic change on the workplace was identified in our research; managing the 
multi-generational workforce and building succession planning processes (likely to be 
in anticipation of large numbers of senior leaders retiring) were identified as the top 
people challenges in five years’ time. Organisations will need to draw on the growing HR 
capability in the area of developing inclusive and diverse workforces to dispel negative 
stereotypes with regards to age and develop positive opportunities for development at 
both ends of the age spectrum.  

Organisations need to grow a culture that fosters learning 
and innovation 

Fostering innovation and creativity was one of the challenges that leaders faced and 
one of the top three areas of weakness. The shift to a more innovative mind-set requires 
that leaders and HR professionals shed current habits and traditions. There is also a 
strong need to be innovative when attracting and retaining talent, as the war for talent 
has intensified. Part of that is the ability to be innovative about reward and recognition 
systems. There are subtle differences in what motivates people from different countries, 
generations and genders; the usual one-size-fits-all approach no longer works. 
Organisations need to be cognizant of these differences and create a culture that makes 
everyone feel engaged and valued.

Building up soft skills critical for effective leadership

Leaders face challenges in the areas of engagement, reducing politics and fostering 
creativity. These are areas which require soft skills, such as communication, collaboration 
and the ability to influence, engage and build a collaborative culture. Communication 
sits at the heart of building relationships and clarifying expectations, areas of leadership 
weaknesses revealed by the SCARF model data. Communication also played a role 
in impeding successful organisational change as respondents felt there was a lack of 
proper communication from managers. Politics, a major source of workplace stress, can 
be overcome if leaders develop their influencing skills, encourage constructive politics by 
stamping down on negative influences and foster collaboration and teamwork. This allows 
scope for individuality and involving people in creating a shared purpose and values at all 
levels.

Mental health issues at work on the rise but positive 
change is happening 

Data from across all countries in our survey tells us that work-related mental health and 
well-being issues are reported to be on the rise, and for the majority workplace stress is 
increasing. Organisational politics and a lack of strategic direction are consistently felt to 
be the biggest contributors. Coupled with this is a certain amount of cultural discomfort 
in engaging with the subject, meaning that conversations about mental health at work 
for most people are few and far between. Creating healthy workplaces means paying 
attention to employees’ physical, social, emotional and mental health and this requires 
a mind-set shift for many organisations. However, there are signs of positive change as 
legislation is slowly being adapted and modernised. Recognising the significance of the 
growing problem of mental ill-health may be the first step in de-stigmatising the subject 
and starting those important conversations.
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Building a more confident and 
well-equipped HR profession 
Overview

Asia Pacific has the largest population of any region in the world.  The region, and 
this report, includes countries with significantly different cultures as well as varying 
expectations and levels of sophistication in terms of HR approaches.  Many organisations 
in Asia Pacific are on a rapid journey to transform their HR operations into more mature 
global practices.  In this section we look at the challenges faced by HR across Asia Pacific 
and the priorities for HR professionals as they continue on that journey.

Roffey Park’s Re-imagining HR: An Asia Pacific Perspective1 report highlights the changes 
happening in the world of work, including: the impact of Big Data, and a need to nurture 
people with the skills to interpret it and use it in organisational decision making; the 
increasing adoption of digital technologies and the opportunities and challenges 
that automation and artificial intelligence bring; the rise of the Gig economy partly in 
response to the need to build a sustainable labour economy with an ageing population, 
and also due to the increase in the demand for flexible working; and lastly the growing 
urgency to recruit and retain people who have soft skills, such as adaptability, resilience, 
collaboration, emotional intelligence and critical thinking, which enable them to cope with 
the fast changing business world, connect deeply with others and switch careers easily.  

“All these change the very nature and definition of jobs and the challenge for 
both employers and employees would be to change their mindsets and their 
approach to work” Swarbrick & Gopal (2018)

This chapter adds further evidence to this picture and explores the capability development 
needs of HR across the Asia Pacific region, particularly the need to build analytical skills, 
change management skills, and a greater understanding of AI.  HR needs to build both 
its own confidence and the confidence of the business in its ability to lead and deliver 
change.  HR professionals need to look outwards and firmly facilitate the entry of highly 
talented people into their organisation who fit culturally, and they need to be determined 
in their quest to build inclusive workplaces, with particular attention given to embracing 
both ends of the age spectrum.

1 https://www.roffeypark.com/research-insights/free-research-and-insight-report-downloads/reimagining-hr-an-asia-pacific-perspective/
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Building HR capability: a clear need to develop the 
developers

HR is critical in leading the transformation of organisations, and so therefore is the 
development of HR professionals in order for them to feel equipped to respond to the 
changing needs of the business.  We found that across the four countries surveyed just 
over half (57%) of HR professionals felt that their organisations were investing in them and 
providing enough early career development opportunities.

HR functions most need to develop the competencies 
to analyse data and manage change as they steer 
their organisations through the next 5 to 10 years of 
transformational change 

We asked HR professionals which competencies their HR function most needs to develop 
over the next 5-10 years and in this year’s survey we identified a clear need from HR 
professionals in Australia, Hong Kong and Singapore to build analytical capability.  In last 
year’s Working in Asia2 report we found that data analytics were being used in Singapore 
and Hong Kong primarily to drive engagement, and employee and team performance.  
Given the impact of Big Data and its continuing role in shaping organisations, it is clear 
to see that continuing to build capability in this area will be crucial for HR professionals in 
order for them to effectively support business growth.

We also found that developing competence in managing culture change remains a 
priority in these countries, as we would expect given the pace of change and the need for 
organisations to be agile and adaptable. 

We found a clear difference in the priorities for HR capability building in China which are 
focused on building credibility and having greater impact on decision makers.  We could 
see this as an indication that HR in China is repositioning itself as a business critical need 
rather than a support function and thus building the competencies to step into a more 
leading role in organisations.  We also see an indication of this shift in Singapore’s most 
needed competencies. 

2 https://www.roffeypark.com/research-insights/free-reports-downloads/working-in-asia-key-hr-and-leadership-priorities-for-2018/

Top three competencies my HR function most needs to change or develop over the next 5-10 years

Base size (n)

Ability to influence decision-makers

Personal credibility

Developing organisational resilience

Balancing the short-term and long-term

Analytical capability

Fostering innovation

Culture change ability

395

Australia

35%

7%

40%

16%

41%

31%

47%

China

46%

33%

25%

42%

19%

17%

30%

313

Hong Kong

35%

5%

33%

18%

35%

41%

49%

193

Singapore

38%

9%

28%

14%

41%

33%

44%

177
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Focused change management development for HR 
professionals is still an urgent need, alongside the need to 
build technical skills across OD, leadership development 
and workforce planning.

HR professionals possessing the skills to manage change, including culture, was 
universally a high priority across the four countries surveyed, and across all sizes of the 
organisations.  This has also been the most important technical skill for HR professionals 
to possess over the last three years of the survey, indicating that focused change 
management development for HR professionals is still an urgent need.

At the same time, organisational development/design skills were deemed important for HR 
professionals to possess in China, Hong Kong and Singapore.   Looking in more detail at 
the varying requirements for HR professionals in small, medium and large organisations, 
we identified a priority need for HR professionals in medium-sized organisations (1000-
5000) in Australia, China and also in Hong Kong to possess leadership development skills.  
Whereas in large organisations (5000+) in Australia, Hong Kong and Singapore, strategic 
workforce planning skills were a priority.

 Top four most important technical skills for a HR professional to possess  
in the current business environment

Base size (n)

Change management/cultural change

Employee engagement

Leadership development

Organisational development/design

Strategic workforce planning

Business strategy 

Talent management

390

Australia

63%

24%

35%

26%

36%

37%

24%

China

37%

42%

38%

41%

13%

9%

9%

317

Hong Kong

54%

31%

28%

33%

28%

26%

37%

190

Singapore

61%

26%

25%

33%

31%

28%

34%

176
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A high degree of agreement between HR and non-HR 
professionals on the key areas of capability of the HR 
function, yet a relatively low degree of confidence in HR to 
deliver for the business across all capabilities

We asked both HR and non-HR managers for their views on HR capability across several 
areas, these include newer areas like Artificial Intelligence and more established areas of 
HR practice like talent management.  Whilst we found most areas were rated ‘adequate’ 
by the majority of respondents, we found only small percentages (< 20%) of HR and non-
HR colleagues rating any capability as excellent.  From this we surmise that confidence 
in HR to deliver for the business is quite low.   Confidence is likely to be the lowest in 
Singapore and highest in China.  

When we looked at the capabilities that were rated ‘excellent’ and ‘weak’ we found a 
high degree of agreement in the perspectives of HR professional and non-HR colleagues.  
The capabilities that HR were most likely to be rated highly (by both HR and non-HR 
colleagues) were in its ability to develop an inclusive and diverse workforce and to 
facilitate learning.  HR professionals were also more likely to rate highly their capability 
in the areas of talent management and performance management.  This confidence was 
not shared by their non-HR colleagues; however, we did identify an appreciation for their 
capability in the area of digital HR tools.  

Confidence in HR capability - average % ratings for all capabilities 

Top three areas in which the HR function’s capability is considered to be excellent

48%Australia

Excellent13%

Weak
39%

48%
Adequate

China

Excellent18%

Weak
33%

50%
Adequate

Hong
Kong

47%
Weak

Excellent8%

Adequate
45%

Singapore

Weak
49%

45%
Adequate

Excellent6%

Singapore
Base size (n) = 607 

Australia
Base size (n) = 467

Hong Kong
Base size (n) = 378

China
Base size (n) = 492

HR professional 
perspective

Non-HR professional 
perspective

Base size (n) 

Talent acquisition 

Approach to performance management

Ability to facilitate learning

Digital HR tools (e.g. apps/e-platforms for annual 
leave application, recruitment etc)

Ability to develop an inclusive and 
diverse workforce

8%

8%

15%

18%

18%

17%

17%

13%

11%

14%

1000 944
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Building HR capability in the use of analytics, succession 
planning and use of Artificial Intelligence is a priority  

The three capability areas that were rated as ‘weak’ were rated by both HR and non-
HR colleagues as the top three weaknesses in HR capability, and by the majority of 
respondents as being so, i.e. fewer respondents’ reported them being adequate.  It is 
clear from our data that businesses have serious concerns over HR’s lack of capability in 
the following areas: 

• Use of Artificial Intelligence 

• Use of analytics 

• Succession planning

It is perhaps easier to understand the reasons why use of Artificial Intelligence is 
considered a weakness given its relatively recent emergence into organisational life, 
however the use of analytics and succession planning have been fundamental HR tools in 
businesses for a significant time now.  Given that the message is consistent across all four 
countries, and across the different professional groups (HR and non-HR), we encourage 
organisations to urgently bring together people from across their organisations to work 
together to address them.   

Top three areas in which the HR function’s capability is considered to be weak

HR professional 
perspective

Non-HR professional 
perspective

Succession planning

Use of analytics (e.g. interpretation of data)

Use of Artificial Intelligence (e.g. Use of chatbots 
and intelligent assistants) 70%

50%

43%

58%

75%

57%

Base size (n) 1000 944
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HR identify recruitment and building staff engagement 
and morale as challenges today, yet managing the multi-
generational workforce and succession planning as the people 
challenges of the future 

HR managers across all countries surveyed identified similar challenges now and in the future.  
The number one challenge now for organisations is recruiting the right staff.  If we look back to 
data collected in 2017 and 2018 we can see this has long been a top challenge for Singapore; 
we can also see that it has now been the top challenge for Hong Kong for two years (2018 and 
2019).  In China, we can see that both retention and recruitment are challenges now.  It is only 
in large organisations in Australia that we do not see recruitment being a challenge, however 
in SMEs (<200) in Australia it is.  Looking at the 2018 Australian Recruitment Trends Report3 
we see further evidence that talent shortages are indeed a real challenge in Australia and 
their research suggest that organisations should focus on both technology and the customer 
experiences to improve their chances in the talent war, including: 

• Boost technology investments

• Drive efficiencies with automation e.g. automate manual tasks and use texts to communicate

• Create a positive candidate experience at all touch points 

• Pay more attention to placed candidates

Employee engagement and morale is also a key people challenge for Singapore, and this is 
also consistent with the findings from previous years.  It has also been moving up the list for 
Hong Kong – in 2017 it was 7th, in 2018 it was 3rd and in this survey it is joint 2nd.  Roffey Park’s 
research, ‘The HR business partnership: How to engage line managers’, highlights that the way 
in which change is implemented is key to engagement – managers can often feel like change 
has been ‘done to’ them rather than ‘done with’ them.  Earlier in this chapter we identified an 
urgent development need for HR managers with regards to change management, so perhaps 
we are seeing the impact here of unsuccessful change in employee engagement and morale 
occurring in organisations across Asia Pacific.  In order for organisations to improve staff 
engagement and morale, HR approaches to change need to:

• Involve all parts of the organisation; backing for the change needs to come from all levels in 
the organisation, not just the top

• HR systems and processes need to be user-friendly and empower and support managers in 
advance of any organisational change

• HR professionals need to build strong ‘critical friend’ relationships with line managers 
providing support and challenge, particularly at the early stage of implementing change 

3  https://www.employeematters.com.au/2018-australian-recruitment-trends-report-industrys-outlook-2018/

Top three people challenges identified by HR now and in 5 years time

Now In 5 years

Mental health and well-being

Mental health and well-being

65%

42%
Developing emotionally intelligent leaders

Developing strategic thinking in leaders

68%

37%

Managing a multi-generational workforce

Employee engagement and morale
64%

40%

Australia

Base size (n)= 478 Base size (n)= 401

Now In 5 years

Increasing work-force productivity

Increasing diversity in senior leadership positions

59%

61%

Retention of key employees

Managing a multi-generational workforce

60%

57%

Succession planning

Recruiting the right sta�
59%

63%

China

Base size (n)= 464 Base size (n)= 469

Now In 5 years

Encouraging innovation Retention of key employees

64%

45%
Employee engagement and morale

Successsion planning

64%

48%

Managing a multi-generational workforce

Recruiting the right sta�
66%

43%

Hong Kong

Base size (n)= 393 Base size (n)= 343

Now In 5 years

Managing employee expectations Increasing diversity in senior leadership positions
68% 41%

Employee engagement and morale Managing a multi-generational workforce
73% 41%

Succession planningRecruiting the right sta�

74% 44%

Singapore

Base size (n)= 627 Base size (n)= 532
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In five years’ time HR professionals across Asia Pacific foresee the top people challenges 
as managing the multi-generational workforce and succession planning.   The Global 
Monitoring Report4 notes an overall declining percentage of the population aged between 
15-64 (people most likely to be in the labour force) alongside the increasing percentage of 
the population aged 65 and above.  The picture of population growth varies depending 
on the level of income of the country.

“The demographic changes within countries and differences across countries 
present real opportunities to boost growth and poverty reduction. In particular, 
freer capital flows, migration and trade can help respond to growing demographic 
imbalances globally. With demography-informed policies, countries – old and 
young, developing and developed – have the chance to turn the past fears of the 
population bomb into development opportunities for the future.”  
Global Monitoring Report

Organisations are therefore well advised to consider carefully the implications of changing 
demographics on their workforce.  They are likely to mean that many organisations will 
have a workforce that spans 18-80 year olds, graduates working alongside 60 year olds 
with very different expectations and views of the workplace.  The next few years will see 
an influx of millennials into the workplace, and together with the more senior generation, 
HR will have to ensure they are effective at engaging and retaining people with 
different needs and wants.  Organisations will need to work to build inclusive, accepting 
workplaces where negative stereotypes and unconscious bias regarding age are 
dispelled, and positive opportunities for development at both ends of the age spectrum 
are provided. 

We also see that succession planning is predicted to be a challenge for organisations 
in China, Hong Kong and Singapore in five years.  This is also likely to be due to 
demographics, with many organisations expecting significant numbers of senior leaders 
to retire in this time frame.  Effective talent management strategies, which identify future 
leaders and invest in their development, will help organisations deal with losing senior 
talent.  In addition, flexible and creative approaches to working practices can also allow 
older generations to remain in the business and continue to contribute both productively 
and developmentally as a mentor/coach.  

4  http://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-monitoring-report

Finally, we notice ‘mental health and well-being’ identified as being a people challenge 
in five years in Australia and Singapore.  This seems to indicate that mental health in 
Australia has been high on the agenda for a while (also identified as a people challenge 
‘now’), whereas in Singapore, this is possibly pointing to a realisation that much work 
needs to be done in this area to help equip people at work.  We discuss these themes 
further in the ‘Building a culture of openness around mental health’ chapter later in the 
report.
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‘Finding the right cultural fit’ is a greater talent challenge 
for organisations than ‘finding the right technical skill set’

We asked our respondents which challenges applied to their organisation when finding 
suitable talent.  We found that the talent challenges in China are different to those in 
other parts of Asia Pacific, with wide ranging challenges including salary expectations, job 
desirability, and finding candidates with strong interpersonal skills.  However, the message 
across Australia, Hong Kong and Singapore is that the biggest talent challenge is finding 
people with the right cultural fit, and that this is a greater barrier than finding people with 
the right technical skill set.  Respondents are clearly telling us that it is either harder or 
more of a priority to find someone with the values that fit their organisation than it is to 
find someone with the right technical specialism.  Studies5 have shown when there is a 
cultural fit between employee and organisation, that the employee flourishes and is more 
committed leading to them experiencing a strong sense of identity, higher self-esteem and 
personal growth.  There are also links to retention and mental health, so it is no surprise 
organisations are actively looking for culture fit in their recruitment processes.

AI moving from a recruitment tool to a retention tool 

How organisations assess cultural fit is often through the use of situational judgement tests 
(SJT), personality questionnaires and job simulations.  Increasingly Artificial Intelligence 
software is supporting this decision making.  We asked our HR respondents what AI 
software they had implemented, or would like to see implemented.  The most likely area 
that AI software had been implemented across all Asia Pacific countries in our survey was 
in ‘training’, for example to inform and influence the type of training an individual requires, 
create simulated environments for learning, or to evaluate the value and outputs of 
training.   AI was also likely to have been implemented in onboarding, reference checking, 
interviewing, and CV scanning, analysis and selection – all well known areas where AI 
can help take on much of the administrative burden of the recruitment process.  Looking 
ahead we see HR professionals being interested in AI being implemented more widely 
to help them analyse employee productivity and predict staff turnover – tools that would 
be helpful to HR professionals as they guide their organisations on ways to engage and 
retain staff.

5  For example, meta-analysis by A.L Kristof-Brown et al (2005) Consequences of individuals’ fit at work: a meta-analysis of person-job, person-organization, person-group and person-supervisor fit  Personnel Psychology Vol 58, p281-342

Challenges organisations face in finding suitable talent

Finding the right cultural fit 67%17%

Base size (n) 374

Australia China Hong Kong Singapore

Finding the right technical skill set

27%

49%48% 35%

44%Salaries of candidates are too high 20% 25%28%

6% 33%People are not interested in the position 7%15%

Finding strong interpersonal skills 27% 32% 21%35%

Our process is too slow 28% 30%33% 12%

20%
Candidates have other 
opportunities which they take up

57%

34% 32%

317 186 175

38%

63%
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Attracting and retaining 
top talent in a competitive 
job market
Overview

The challenges of attracting new talent and retaining them in organisations have been a 
recurring theme identified in the Working in Asia research series over the past few years. 
This year’s result shows that not only have things not improved, but the war for talent is 
becoming more intense. 

Through this research we have found that career growth and development opportunities 
are the key factors in retaining talent in organisations. We also found that the same factors 
are key in attracting new talent to organisations. There are various strategies, including 
developing a Personal Career Development Plan, secondments, and job shadowing that 
can help to address these challenges.

The survey findings show that the dark side of organisational politics is manifesting itself 
through lack of transparency, power struggles and favouritism in organisations. We also 
found that a bigger proportion of people below the top managers (CEO, CFO and MD) 
identify lack of transparency and power struggles as a contributing factor. However, 
there is a positive side to organisational politics too. We draw on previous research on 
organisational politics, conducted by Roffey Park, and explain the power of constructive 
politics and how it can be harnessed in organisations. 

When it comes to motivation, our survey respondents from Australia are the most 
motivated workforce followed by respondents from Hong Kong, Singapore and then 
China. We also found that there are some subtle differences in what motivates different 
generations. While the opportunity to make a difference, achieving results, respectful 
and friendly colleagues are key motivators for all the generations, financial rewards was 
slightly more important for our Gen Y respondents.
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The war for talent is getting more intense; career growth 
and development opportunities are key for retention

Nearly 70 per cent of the participants  we surveyed said that they are planning to leave 
their organisations in the near future. A review of the data across different countries and 
role levels reveals that senior, mid and first level managers are most likely to leave their 
organisations compared to their more senior colleagues or their non-managerial staff. 
This would be worrying to any manager, HR or non-HR, given the cost that is attached 
to recruiting managers, training them and the time that it takes them to reach their peak 
performance. So, questions to ask are why are people leaving and what needs to change 
to make them want to stay and attract new talent? 

We asked participants about their main reasons for leaving their organisations. Lack of 
career growth and developmental opportunities (52%) was top of the list across all levels of 
management and generational groups. This finding resonates with the higher percentage 
of managers intending to leave because one of the main challenges with career growth is 
that as employees progress higher up in organisations fewer jobs will become available. 

However, there are multiple ways to enable employees to experience career growth 
and develop new skills without having to promote them to a higher level. For example, 
organisations can provide these opportunities by allowing employees to job shadow 
others, exploring lateral moves to broaden and deepen their experience or seeking a 
mentor from a different part of the organisation that they are interested to explore. Making 
these options available to employees will show them that their organisation is committed to 
their development and growth and there are opportunities for them to pursue their interest. 
It is also important to make employees and their line managers aware of the available 
opportunities early on as once people make the decision to leave, it’s too late to offer 
them anything to keep them. 

Developing a Personal Career Development Plan (PCDP) at the beginning of their 
employment and updating that throughout their employment is one way of making sure 
that employees are aware of the opportunities. The PCDP should focus on the individual’s 
need for growth and development and the support that the organisation will provide. It is 
also something that employees themselves need to take the responsibility for and develop 
with the support of their line manager. PCDPs also need to be updated regularly to make 
sure that they stay relevant as employees develop new skills and progress in their career. 

Senior, mid and first level managers are more likely to leave their organisation

64%
Australia

Are you 
considering a 

move in the near 
future?

YES

67%
China

63%
Hong Kong

74%
Singapore

(n=512)

(n=492)

(n=395)

(n=638)

65%

78%

70%

65% 67%

61%

68% 67%

47%

57%

63% 62%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

CEO, CFO, MD Senior, Mid-level and First-
level manager

Non-Managerial staff

Singapore Australia China HongKong
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HR and talent management strategies are only part of the 
solution to talent retention, line managers also play a key 
role here

Other reasons that respondents mentioned for planning to leave their organisations 
include a lack of opportunities to make a difference (37%), lack of appreciation and 
recognition (33%) and organisational politics (33%). These findings show that HR and talent 
management strategies are only part of the solution in retaining talent and line managers 
also play a key role here. Line managers are well positioned to address these challenges 
by providing a clear vision for their team members and helping them understand how 
their work is contributing to the overall aim and strategy of the organisation. We’ll explore 
organisational politics further in the next section.

We have also looked at differences between generations and interestingly, apart from 
two areas, there is not much difference in reasons for leaving organisations between 
generations. Lack of career growth and developmental opportunity seems to be the 
main differentiator between baby boomers and other generations. This could be due to 
a number of reasons, including baby boomers are more likely to be at higher positions 
in organisations or closer to retirement age. Insufficient financial rewards is what 
differentiates Gen Y from the other two generations. This is perhaps due to the fact that 
they have younger families, are earlier in their career paths and are trying to progress. 
These findings resonate with the findings on what motivates each generation which we 
will discuss in a later section in this chapter.

Reasons for leaving one’s organisation by generation

Base size (n)

Lack of career growth and 
developmental opportunities 39% 53% 54%

Organisational politics 32% 34% 30%

Lack of opportunity to make a 
di�erence 31% 38% 37%

Poor leadership from line 
manager 27% 31% 30%

30%Lack of appreciation/recognition 34% 33%

25% 26%Insu�cient financial rewards 37%

294 1173 570

Baby boomer 
(born after 
WWII up to 

1964)

Generation X 
(born 

1965-1979)

Generation Y 
(born 

1980-2000)

52%

Why are you 
considering 
leaving your 

current 
organisation?

37%

33%

33%

Base size (n) = 1379

Lack of career growth and 
developmental opportunities

Lack of opportunity to make 
a di�erence

Lack of appreciation/ 
recognition

Organisational politics
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Career growth and development opportunities are key for 
attraction too 

Another challenge that organisations are facing is that in addition to retaining their talent, 
they need to be appealing to new talent and attracting them. We asked our respondents 
what they look for in an organisation. Although people in different countries leave their 
organisation for similar reasons, they have relatively different criteria when they look to 
join one. A culture that embraces professional development and continuous learning was 
top of the list for respondents across all countries. This resonates with the main reason 
they leave which was discussed earlier in this section. Respondents from China said that 
the organisation’s reputation and financial stability is amongst other important factors that 
they consider before joining an organisation while for the Australian respondents it is 
the flexible work policies and strong vision and leadership that they consider important. 
Respondents from Hong Kong and Singapore have similar opinions when it comes to 
what they look for in an organisation. A similar proportion of respondents from both 
countries said that a non-political culture, financial stability, flexible work policies and 
strong leadership are amongst some of the most important factors that they look for in an 
organisation.

 What respondents look for when looking to join an organisation.  
The top three for each country are highlighted

Strong leadership from line 
manager

23% 36% 39%

10%15%8%Market leader in industry sector 38%

Base size (n) 

39%Culture that is non-political 28% 30% 42%

18%23%24%Image of organisation in the market 
(e.g. good reputation and brand) 45%

502 493 389

Australia China Hong Kong Singapore

Culture that embraces 
professional development and 
continuous learning

49% 43% 44% 50%

Strong vision from organisational 
leader 27% 34% 29%40%

29%
Financial stability (ie: the organisation’s 
economic performance/outlook) 34% 41% 46%

40%

Flexible work policies (e.g. work 
from home, flexible finish times etc) 28% 38%48% 41%

628
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We can see no obvious generational differences in what people look for when connecting 
with a new organisation. This opposes the current narrative that Gen Y may have different 
wants and needs to other generations in selecting an organisation. However, this may 
in part be attributed to Gen Y progressing to a different life stage, meaning that the 
differences between generations are less pronounced, and so less obvious to see here. 

What each generation considers key when looking to join an organisation

Base size (n) 290 1148 562

Baby boomer 
(born 

after WWII up 
to 1964)

Generation 
X (born 

1965-1979)

Generation 
Y (born 

1980-2000)

48% 48% 45%
Culture that embraces 
professional development 
and continuous learning

39% 36% 44%
Flexible work policies (ie: 
work from home, flexible 
finish times etc)

39% 34% 25%
Strong vision from 
organisational leader

28% 36% 35%Strong leadership from line 
manager

Financial stability (i.e. the 
organisation’s economic 
performance/outlook)

38% 38% 36%
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Lack of transparency, power struggles and favouritism are 
the dark side of organisational politics 

A study1 conducted by Roffey Park Institute highlighted the perceived negative effects of 
politics on organisational performance which includes, amongst other things, increased 
stress levels, reduced faith in top management and valuable talent being lost. As we 
identified earlier, organisational politics is one of the reasons for people leaving their 
organisation. We asked participants about aspects of organisational politics that is 
manifested most in their organisations. Organisational change (lack of transparency and 
power struggles) (52%) and bias and favouritism (50%) are top of the list followed by 
undermining peers (39%).

1  Holbeche L. (2002) Politics in organisation; Roffey Park Institute, Horsham. URL: https://www.roffeypark.com/research-insights/politics-in-organisations/

How does organisational politics show up in your organisation?

Bias and favoritism

Undermining peers (e.g. gossip, bullying, 
backstabbing)

Intra-department competition

Misuse of power

52%

50%

39%

32%

27%

Organisational change
(e.g. lack of transparency, power struggles etc.)

Base size (n) = 2037
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Top leaders set the tone for constructive politics

We found that the proportion of people who identify lack of transparency and power 
struggle as a contributing factor is significantly higher for people below the top managers 
(CEO, CFO and MD). This is perhaps because the managers at the top have more power 
and are responsible for providing transparency and clarity during times of change 
and therefore don’t see this side of organisational politics as much as others in the 
organisation. Bad politics leads to employee cynicism, creates a risk-averse climate and 
change becomes difficult when people do not trust each other’s motives. However, it’s 
not all doom and gloom when it comes to organisational politics. Constructive politics 
are possible and improve performance by encouraging people to share ideas, co-
operate with each other and focus on the customer. What is important when it comes 
to constructive politics is that top leaders set the tone for it. Constructive politics tends 
to thrive in contexts where top management are proactive in building an open culture. 
This involves stamping down on negative influences, encouraging interchange and 
team working, protecting teams, allowing scope for individuality, and involving people in 
creating a shared purpose and values at all levels.

Factors contributed to organisational politics by levels of management

Base size (n)

Senior 
Manager

Mid-level 
Manager

CEO, CFO, 
MD

First-level 
Manager

Non-
managerial 

sta�

Organisational change (e.g. lack of 
transparency, power struggles etc) 55% 54%41% 56% 52%

Undermining peers (e.g. gossip, 
bullying, backstabbing) 40% 39%43% 40% 33%

Intra-department competition 33% 31%34% 34% 31%

Misuse of power 29% 30%22% 27% 26%

698 404304 248 323

49%Bias and favouritism 55%42% 54% 51%
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Baby Boomers are the most motivated members of the 
workforce

In the survey we asked participants how motivated they feel at work. Nearly 60 per cent 
of the respondents said that they feel highly motivated with baby boomers (born between 
1946 and 1964) (67%) the most motivated followed by Gen X (57%) and Gen Y (55%). We 
also asked each generation about what motivates them at work. A larger proportion 
of baby boomers and Gen X said the opportunity to make a difference (67% and 65% 
respectively) and achieving results (64% and 60% respectively) are motivators compared 
to Gen Y (the opportunity to make a difference 53%, achieving results 51%).

Findings for Gen Y show that financial rewards (57%), the opportunity to develop new skills 
(53%) and respectful and friendly colleagues (53%) are as important as the opportunity to 
make a difference (53%). This is perhaps a reflection of which stage each generation is at 
in their professional and personal lives. Baby boomers and Gen X are more established in 
their career and personal live and hence financial rewards and developing new skills are 
lower down the list for them, while Gen Ys are more likely to have younger families and 
trying to progress in their careers.

What motivates you at work? Top three motivators for each generation highlighted

I feel highly motivated

67%

Baby boomer

Base size (n) = 292

57%

Base size (n) = 1156

Gen X

55%

Base size (n) = 565

Gen Y

64% 60% 51%Achieving results

47% 49% 41%Strong vision from 
organisational leader

Developing others 47% 47% 35%

Sense of belonging 46% 43% 39%

Base size (n) 188 1154 662

Baby boomer 
(born 

after WWII up 
to 1964)

Generation 
X (born 

1965-1979)

Generation 
Y (born 

1980-2000)

67% 65% 53%The opportunity to make a 
di�erence

55% 53% 53%Respectful and friendly 
colleagues

Autonomy and the freedom to 
decide on what, how, where and 
when work is done

50% 55% 51%

Financial rewards 45% 49% 57%

The opportunity to develop 
new skills 43% 49% 53%
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Looking at the results by different countries reveals that respondents from Australia 
(78%) are the most motivated followed by Hong Kong (58%), Singapore (54%) and China 
(42%). Our data shows that people in each of these countries are motivated by different 
things2. While the opportunity to make a difference and achieving results are the main 
motivators for respondents from Singapore, Hong Kong and Australia, strong vision 
from organisational leader and financial rewards are the main motivators for Chinese 
respondents. The differences in what motivates people in different countries shows that 
there are other factors including cultural and economic factors that influence people’s 
motivation. This resonates with previous studies that found cultural values, culturally 
expected leadership practices, societal experiences and varying economic development 
contribute to varying reward preferences across cultures3.

2  We acknowledge that there are many reasons why people in one country might be more motivated than another including economic and cultural factors which may be out of control of the leaders in organisations.
3  Fisher, C. D., & Yuan, X. Y. (1998). What motivates employees? A comparison of US and Chinese responses. International Journal of Human Resource Management, 9(3), 516-528.

 Motivators for employees by country  (Top three motivators highlighted)

Australia

78%

Base size(n) = 507

58%

Hong Kong

Base size(n) = 388

54%

Singapore

Base size(n) = 626

42%

China

Base size(n) = 492

I feel highly motivated

Base size (n)

45%Developing others 63%

46%

41%

49%

44%

28%

17%

32%

40%

41%

54%

21%

54%50%61%The opportunity to develop new skills 33%

43%43%58%Strong vision from organisational leader 43%

506 491 388

Australia China Hong Kong Singapore

The opportunity to make a di�erence 82% 68% 66%

Autonomy and the freedom to decide on 
what, how, where and when work is done 21% 55%

58%

47%

46%

72%

57%

Respectful and friendly colleagues 16% 63% 64%

Sense of belonging

Strong leadership from line manager

Recognition by others

Financial rewards

Achieving results 23% 63%79% 65%

624

62%

52%

42%

37%

68%

63%
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Are men and women motivated by different things or is 
difference a reflection of reinforced societal norms?

There are also some similarities and differences between what motivates different 
genders. Although a similar proportion of both men and women said that they are 
motivated by the opportunity to make a difference (60% men and 64% women), achieving 
results (55% men and 60% women) and financial rewards (53% men and 49% women), 
there are differences on other things that they find motivating. The differences between 
the two groups are around respectful and friendly colleagues (46% men vs 60% women), 
the opportunity to develop new skills (44% men vs 55% women), strong leadership 
from line manager (38% men vs 48% women) and sense of belonging (37% men vs 48% 
women). 

Although these findings are interesting, it doesn’t necessarily mean that men and women 
are different in their approach to work. It is important to bear in mind that the divergence 
between what motivates men and women at work may be a reflection of how employers 
treat each group which to some extent is ingrained in the culture of each country. 

What motivates men and women (Differences are highlighted)

Base size 
(n) = 1008

Base size 
(n) = 1004

Respectful and friendly colleagues 60%46%

The opportunity to make a di�erence 64%60%

The opportunity to develop new skills 44% 55%

Achieving results 55% 60%

Recognition by others 40% 48%

Autonomy and the freedom to decide on 
what, how, where and when work is done 50% 56%

Financial rewards 53% 49%

Strong leadership from line manager 38% 48%

Sense of belonging 37% 48%

Strong vision from organisational leader 48%45%

Developing others 44% 43%

Managing people 26% 22%
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Creating a thriving culture 
through leadership
Overview 

The data this year indicates that leaders and managers face challenges in the areas 
of building morale, reducing politics and fostering creativity; areas which undoubtedly 
require soft skills, such as communication, the ability to influence, engage and build a 
collaborative culture. 

Effective communication also underlies the findings linked to the SCARF model in our 
report. SCARF explores five domains of the human social experience – Status, Certainty, 
Autonomy, Relatedness and Fairness. The data this year reveals that across the five 
domains, leaders and managers fared the best at encouraging autonomy in their 
workplace. We found lower ratings for Relatedness (connecting with you on a personal 
and emotional level) as well as Certainty (setting clear expectations). Setting clearer 
expectations involves communicating goals and expectations clearly to employees which 
reduces role ambiguity. Communication also lies at the heart of connecting with others 
and building effective relationships. 

The survey also highlighted ineffective communication as central to successful 
organisational change.

With regards to diversity, organisations based in Asia are still on a journey and as such, 
there are areas in Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) where progress appears to have been 
made, areas where more time and effort needs to be directed and where perhaps D&I 
practices need to be better integrated with organisational goals. For instance, the data 
shows that organisations are effective at attracting, recruiting and retaining employees 
from diverse backgrounds and managers are also quite well-equipped at working with 
diverse groups of people. However, an area that is lagging behind is that of increasing 
diversity in senior leadership teams.
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Leaders and managers identify challenges in the internal 
and external business environment 

We asked leaders and managers about the top challenges they face and our data 
revealed similar challenges being faced by leaders across all levels and countries, namely 
balancing operational and strategic pressures, maintaining staff morale and engagement, 
and balancing diverse stakeholder interests.  Clearly leaders and managers are facing 
challenges managing both the internal and external business environments, requiring 
them to be strategic, innovative and engaging of others. 

When the data was broken down by hierarchy, we found that senior managers’ and 
middle-level managers’ biggest challenge was ‘balancing operational and strategic 
pressures’.   Understandably, they are the leadership levels that have to carry out 
instructions from the top, yet at the same time be connected to and be well-aware of what 
is happening on the ground in order to make decisions. First and mid-level managers 
were more likely than other managerial levels to find managing organisational politics a 
challenge, and we also see first level managers experiencing workload challenges. 

Top 3 leadership challenges by management level

Top leadership challenges

Balancing operational and strategic pressures 39%

Maintaining sta	 morale and engagement 37%

Balancing diverse stakeholder interests 32%

Managing change 29%

Managing organisational politics 29%

Managing workload 27%

Foster innovation and creativity 25%

Base size (n) = 1869

Base size (n) 

Senior 
Manager

Mid-level 
Manager

CEO, CFO, 
MD

First-level 
Manager

Managing workload 31% 27%

32%33%38%

31%24%

31%

30%24%

33%
Maintaining sta� morale and 
engagement 39%38% 51%

Managing organisational politics 32% 31%

Balancing operational and strategic 
pressures 30% 32%31%

Balancing diverse stakeholder 
interests 26%

336 763 439 275
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Leaders were effective at providing clarity but less effective 
at fostering innovation and creativity

Leaders and managers were asked how they would rate their effectiveness at dealing 
with a variety of challenges.   A look at the data across all four countries reveals that 
‘providing clarity and direction’ was an area leaders and managers felt most secure in their 
skillset.  Also, leaders and managers across the region (with the exception of China) were 
likely to feel secure in their ability to ‘create a learning culture’.  We also note that a fifth of 
leaders and managers across the region indicated being ‘excellent’ at managing change.  
The findings vary across countries with leaders and managers in China being more likely 
to rate this as excellent (29%) and leaders and managers in Hong Kong being less likely to 
rate managing change as being excellent (14%).

Leaders and managers across the region had less confidence in their ability to ‘deal with 
underperformance’ and ‘manage organisational politics’.  This finding was also echoed 
across leadership and management levels, with managing organisational politics being 
the challenge all leaders and managers were most likely to rate their effectiveness as 
being weak.   Fostering innovation and dealing with underperformance were identified by 
three of the four leadership levels (CEO, Senior, Mid and First) as being in their top three 
weaknesses. This indicates that leadership’s perceptions of strengths and weaknesses 
are similar across level and country. 

Although leaders were confident in their ability to create a learning culture that invests in 
the training and skill development of their subordinates, it seems that this positive attitude 
towards learning has not sufficiently translated into the ability to foster innovation in the 
workplace. The shift to a more innovative mindset probably requires a shedding of current 
habits and traditions. 

Leadership effectiveness ratings

Managing change

Dealing with under-performance

Providing clarity and direction

Fostering innovation 
and creativity

Managing organisational 
politics

Creating a learning culture

20%

15%

26%

17%

15%

Excellent

21%

52%

51%

49%

50%

53%

Adequate

48%

Base size (n) = 2173

28%

33%

25%

33%

33%

31%

Weak
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Leadership effectiveness ratings by leadership level

Base size (n) = 2173

Creating a learning culture 22% 30% 31%33% 13%27%19%31%

Providing clarity and direction 14%23%30%24% 29%25%23%27%

Balancing diverse stakeholder 
interests 22% 29% 19%19% 15% 23% 26%15%

Managing workload 19% 27%26% 12%24% 15% 24%15%

Managing change 21%31% 28% 14% 29% 12% 32%22%

Maintaining sta morale and engagement 16% 14% 38%27%18% 25% 20% 34%

Fostering innovation and creativity 32%11%15%16%17% 37%32%37%

Managing organisational politics 12%12%14%17% 36%36%32%33%

Dealing with under-performance 36%17%16% 13% 33% 9%34%34%

CEO, CFO, 
MD

Excellent         Weak

Senior 
Manager

Excellent         Weak

Mid-level 
Manager

Excellent         Weak

First-level 
Manager

Excellent         Weak

331 749 430 269
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Managers have strengths in empowering others, yet 
their direct reports indicate a weakness in their ability to 
connect on a personal and emotional level 

The SCARF neuroscientific model is made up of five dimensions: 

• Status: Giving praise and recognition for work done

• Certainty: Setting clear expectations

• Autonomy: Empowering you to make decisions

• Relatedness: Connecting with you on a personal and emotional level

• Fairness: Treating people fairly

The model, developed by David Rock, identifies five social domains that activate threat 
and reward responses in our brain that we rely on for physical survival.  Understanding 
the model’s underlying mechanism can enable executives and employees to minimise the 
threat response and enable the reward response.  

The data this year reveals that managers across the Asia Pacific region are most likely to 
be rated as excellent at Autonomy, yet most likely to be rated as weak at Relatedness.

Our brains feel threatened by uncertainty. Not knowing what can happen next triggers 
discomfort and the brain takes up extra neural energy to process and too much 
uncertainty can undermine performance. Hence leaders, in order to build confident and 
dedicated teams, must create clarity in the workplace when they can, and be transparent 
when they cannot.  

From the data, China is leading the way on Certainty with first-level, middle and senior 
managers being rated relatively high for setting clear expectations.   As transparent 
practices are central to creating a perception of certainty, this shows that Chinese 
managers are perceived to be able to reduce ambiguity by clearly communicating 
expectations, plans, changes, and making employees feel less threatened by uncertainty.  

When the data was broken down by levels, first-level managers, especially those 
from Australia were more likely to be rated ‘excellent’ on the SCARF model by their 
subordinates across all four dimensions except ‘Certainty’.  Senior leaders (C-suite, senior 
managers) on the other hand were less likely to be highly rated.  We think this indicates 
that typically junior managers are more capable than senior managers at communicating 
with their staff in a way that is less threatening.  Perhaps they are more likely to give praise 
and recognition or more skilled at giving difficult messages. This has several implications 

for organisations, especially with regards to how system-wide issues like organisational 
change are handled and communicated; the data seems to indicate the importance of 
mobilising junior managers as champions and advocates. 

SCARF - Line Manager’s Ratings

39

30% 43%
Giving praise and recognition for 
work done 27%

Setting clear expectations 24% 47% 29%

Empowering you to make 
decisions 36% 41% 23%

Treating people fairly 31% 45% 23%

Excellent Adequate Weak

27% 41% 32%
Connecting with you on a personal 
and emotional level

Base size (n) = 2126
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Is it resistance or lack of communication that prevents 
organisational change from being successful? 

We asked our respondents, when delivering change, what were the barriers to success?  
Across the Asia Pacific region half (51%) of respondents indicated that individual resistance 
to change was the top barrier to successful change, closely followed by a lack of proper 
communication from senior management (50%).   

A quote from an interviewee supports this finding: 

“There is limited shared perspective and ownership of where the company is 
heading. Leaders tend to take a silo-view of the company’s direction and have 
less shared ownership of the vision.” Senior Manager, Healthcare 

This shows that, for change efforts to be successful, leaders need to combine a top-down 
approach with a bottom-up approach. It is critical that employees feel involved in the 
change process and are clear about how it will affect them personally.  Roffey Park’s report 
on building organisational trust during change1 identified the 8 C’s of communication: 
clear rationale, consult with staff, continue over time (frequent), consistent in messaging, 
congruent across the business, content needs to have substance, conversations need to 
be two-way, and staff need confidence in the source.  

Therefore, leaders need to provide clarity and understanding in times of change as 
well as providing an opening for employees to clarify information. When leadership 
clearly communicates the context, purpose, consequences and any changes in values, 
it prevents people from spreading false information or making up rumours.  In addition, 
for organisational change to be successful we would encourage organisations to build 
a good understanding of what is really needed on the ground and nurture and support 
experimentation and innovation.

1 Varney, S. & Wellbelove, J. (2018). An employee perspective on trust during change; Roffey Park Institute, Horsham. URL: https://www.roffeypark.com/research-insights/an-employee-perspective-on-organisational-trust-during-change/

Barriers to successful organisational change

Resistance to change at the individual-level 
(mindset, habit, inertia, fear)51%

Lack of proper communication from senior 
management50%

Lack of leadership in directing change 
e�orts43%

Lack of employee involvement in 
change e�orts42%

Poor resource allocation41%

Lack of transparency around the 
purpose for change36%

Organisational structure 
(too hierarchical)33%

Change fatigue32%

32%
Concentration on business 
as usual

Base size (n) = 2125
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There has been progress in attracting, recruiting and 
retaining diverse talent, yet achieving diversity at senior 
levels remains a challenge

With regards to diversity and inclusion (D&I) in the workplace, we recognise that Asia 
Pacific organisations (with the exception of Australia) started late on this journey due to 
a lack of legislation2. However now it is clearly becoming a business imperative across 
the region given the competitive labour market. Diversity is key when building creative 
cultures and D&I practices are increasingly becoming more important in differentiating one 
employer from another. As Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong puts it, “We want 
to be a society rich in spirit, a gracious society where people are considerate and kind to 
one another”, organisations are being encouraged across the region to strive to create 
cultures that are accepting of a diverse group of people and perspectives.

Our research found some good progress had been made with regards to diversity-related 
issues in workplaces, with managers indicating that their organisations are effective at 
attracting and retaining employees from different backgrounds, and that their managers 
were skilled at working with diverse groups of employees.   

Three-fifths of managers in Singapore, Hong Kong and Australia (yet only half in China) 
agreed with the statement, “My organisation is accepting of difference”, and an average 
of 65 per cent of managers across all four countries think that their organisations are 
effective at attracting and holding on to employees from different backgrounds.

2  https://www.allegis-partners.com/en/knowledge/articles/what-is-the-meaning-of-diversity-in-asia

We identified improvement that could still be made 
in certain areas. For example, we found that 

around half (56%) of  respondents, across 
all four countries, felt managers were not 
su�ciently skilled at working with diverse 
types of people or equipped with the skills to 

manage in di�erent cultures (52%). 

52%
56%

An average of only 44 per cent of managers across all four countries agreed that their 
senior leadership teams were sufficiently diverse.  There are benefits to diversity in 
senior leadership teams. The more diverse teams tend to approach issues from different 
perspectives and are less inclined to groupthink. They are also found to make better 
decisions as they are more likely to re-examine facts and remain objective. 

We also found, as with data from previous years, HR managers surveyed felt that diversity-
related issues are not current people challenges, but challenges to be dealt with in 
the future. With all four countries grappling with ageing population issues and seeing 
employees across a few generations working together, it begs the question of, are we 
leaving it until it is too late?
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Percentage of HR managers who indicated these as people challenges, now and in five years

*Note: the rankings in the brackets refer to the rank of each of the three identified people challenges, now and in 5 years. There are a total of 16 people challenges.

Managing a 
multi-generational workforce

Singapore 5 years
42% (3rd)

Singapore Now
36% (16th)

Hong Kong 5 years
41% (15th)

Hong Kong Now
51% (1st)

China 5 years
55% (11th)

China Now
52% (8th)

Australia 5 years
41% (2nd)

Australia Now
35% (16th)

Encouraging greater 
workforce diversity

Hong Kong 5 years
32% (11th)

Hong Kong Now
47% (11th)

China 5 years
56% (4th)

China Now
50% (14th)

Australia 5 years
31% (12th)

Australia Now50% (13th)

Singapore Now
41% (14th)

Singapore 5 years
31% (14th)

Increasing diversity in senior 
leadership positions

Hong Kong 5 years
37% (6th)

Hong Kong Now
55% (17th)

China 5 years
59% (2nd)

China Now
50% (15th)

Australia 5 years
33% (9th)

Australia Now57% (8th)

Singapore Now
53% (12th)

Singapore 5 years
41% (5th)

Singapore Now Base size (n) = 161
Singapore 5 Years Base size (n) = 149

Hong Kong Now Base size (n) = 166
Singapore 5 Years Base size (n)  = 148

China  Now Base size (n) = 298
China 5 Years Base size (n) = 305

Australia Now Base size (n) = 365
Australia 5 Years Base size (n) = 313
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Building a culture of 
openness around mental 
health
Overview 

Mental illness is a broad term and brings with it a whole range of connotations. In many 
cultures, stigmatisation still remains and colours our readiness to recognise and address 
mental health issues. What we do understand however, is that a clear connection exists 
between healthy workplaces and our physical and mental health, and sense of well-being.

Data from across all countries in our survey tells us that work-related mental health and 
well-being issues are on the rise, and for the majority, levels of workplace stress are 
worsening. Organisational politics and a lack of strategic direction continue to be the 
biggest contributors. Coupled with this is a cultural discomfort in engaging with the subject 
at all, resulting in a lack of openness and conversation in the work environment. 

In short, mental illness is placing a huge health and economic burden on the Asia Pacific 
region. But employers and policy makers are starting to take note. Legislation is being 
adapted and modernised, and there is now more aspiration to bring mental health care 
into a community setting. Although the taboos around the subject still very much exist, 
there is some ‘opening up’ of attitudes. 

Promoting a sense of well-being means paying attention to and working to improve 
employees’ physical, social, emotional and mental health.

A sense of well-being and appreciation strongly influence retention - when people know 
that their contribution matters they are more loyal and committed to their organisation, and 
less likely to leave. 

An improving picture of people feeling more able to talk 
about mental health

Our research in recent years has revealed that managers in the Asia Pacific region find it 
difficult to discuss mental health issues at work, so we were keen to see if there are signs 
of positive changes. We asked how comfortable respondents feel about talking openly in 
a work setting, either with colleagues or with their manager. 

It’s clear from our data that respondents from Singapore, Hong Kong and China are 
reluctant to divulge how they are feeling in a work setting; only around half would be 
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An improving picture of people feeling more able to talk 
about mental health

Our research in recent years has revealed that managers in the Asia Pacific region find it 
difficult to discuss mental health issues at work, so we were keen to see if there are signs 
of positive changes. We asked how comfortable respondents feel about talking openly in 
a work setting, either with colleagues or with their manager. 

It’s clear from our data that respondents from Singapore, Hong Kong and China are 
reluctant to divulge how they are feeling in a work setting; only around half would be 
confident that they would, or could, begin a conversation either with their line manager 
or a colleague, though the picture is clearly an improving one on last year for both 
Singapore and Hong Kong. Australians are much more comfortable in openly discussing 
a mental health issue at work, though they are more likely to have this conversation with a 
colleague (74%) than their manager (67%). 

Of course, open conversations require an organisational culture which is conducive to 
that. We asked whether the employers in our study are creating that sense and to what 
degree.  Our data suggests that there is room for improvement. Mental health remains 
a sensitive issue for some cultures in the Asia Pacific region and there is evidence of a 
lingering stigma around the subject.  What we may not have expected to find however, is 
that it is Singaporeans who experience a culture that is least open about, and accepting 
of, mental health issues (40%). (Australia 65%; Hong Kong 48%; China 46%). In Singapore, 
as in any society where ‘keeping up appearances’ is of utmost importance and where 
stigma and shame still abound on the issue of mental ill-health, normalising the topic 
is extremely difficult. Conversations do not happen, myths are perpetuated, and public 
perception does not change.

The table on the right illustrates what has been observed and discussed so far, that there 
are some green shoots of good practice as organisations in Asia Pacific are beginning to 
acknowledge the importance of looking after employees’ mental well-being – the 2017 
NCSS ‘Beyond the Label’ campaign in Singapore for example1- but there is much work to 
be done. 

All four countries are in agreement that work-related mental health and well-being issues 
are on the rise, (although Chinese respondents (51%) are less likely to acknowledge this). 
This in itself is encouraging; the recognition of this growing and significant problem may 
well be the first step in de-stigmatising the subject and opening up conversations that 
generate positive actions.

1  NCSS Singapore https://www.ncss.gov.sg/Our-Initiatives/Beyond-The-Label/About-the-Campaign

To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

Base size (n) 

I (would) feel comfortable discussing 
mental health issues with colleagues

47%46% 51% 46% 74%35% 54%

I (would) feel comfortable talking about 
mental health issues with my manager

50% 67%51%47% 46%37% 49%

The culture of my organisation is 
open about and accepting of 
mental health issues

29% 48% 46%40% 65%38% 48%

51% 89%Work-related mental health and 
well-being issues are on the increase

76%84%

Singapore
2019 2018

Hong Kong China Australia
2019 2018 2019 2018 2019

970 719 382 151608 521 732

- - -

The organisational culture is 
not open and people are afraid 
of being found out. Hence it is 
critical that organisational 
leaders start taking a more 
open and transparent attitude 
towards mental health issues.

C-Suite, IT sector 
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But job-related stress is having adverse effects

The majority of respondents from all countries tell us that to some extent their current 
job is adversely affecting their mental health. This is no surprise; stress arises from many 
aspects of life which may affect our health to some degree, and work is no exception. 

What we found more interesting, and a cause for concern, is that on average a fifth of 
respondents say they are adversely affected by their job ‘to a great extent’ (Singapore 
18%; Hong Kong 20%; China 24%; Australia 16%). While the links between stressful work 
environments and the impact on our mental health are clear and recognised, there is an 
additional complexity here. The Economist Intelligence Unit 2016 report2 which compares 
support offered for mental health in Asia Pacific countries identifies a cultural tendency 
among individuals who are suffering to keep such matters ‘under the radar’ because of 
fears that their commitment to the organisation would be doubted.  Feeling under a great 
deal of stress and being unable to talk about it is an undesirable combination, and one we 
would suggest managers in the region must be alive to.  

It is also important to note here that around one-quarter of people in Singapore and Hong 
Kong (26% and 27% respectively), and over one-third of Australians feel that work has 
no adverse effect at all on their health. This is less among Chinese respondents at 17 per 
cent. Indeed, work can be instrumental in re-building mental health as it brings confidence 
and self-esteem, social connections, routine and purpose for the individual, all of which 
are important contributors to a sense of good well-being.

2  The Economist Intelligence Unit (2016) Mental Health and Integration, Provision for supporting people with mental illness: A comparison of 15 Asia Pacific countries

 To what extent has your current job adversely affected your mental health and well-being?

Base size (n) = 970

Base size (n) = 608

Base size (n) = 521

Base size (n) =  732

Singapore

Not at all  26%

To some extent 56%

To a great extent  18%

Hong Kong To some extent 53%

Not at all  27%

To a great extent  20%

China To some extent 59%

Not at all  17%

To a great extent  24%

Australia To some extent 46%

Not at all  38%

To a great extent  16%
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Of those people who do experience an adverse effect on their mental health arising from 
work stress, we notice a prevalence among younger respondents. The chart here shows 
that Gen Y and Gen X are more likely to say that their job is affecting their well-being. But 
are younger people quite simply just better at talking about it? This would seem to reflect 
what society in general tells us – that the younger generations are more literate in this 
area and can more readily recognise and name a mental health issue. 

 Younger respondents most likely to say that their job adversely affects their mental health

The old timers are used to 
accepting and maybe got 
used to the stress. Younger 
generations might switch jobs 
and move on. 

First-level manager, FMCG  

Base size (n) = 294Baby boomer (born after WWII up to 1964)

Not at all

To a great extent

33%

14%

Base size (n) = 1173Generation X (born 1965-1979)

Not at all

To a great extent

27%

20%

Base size (n) = 570Generation Y (born 1980-2000)

Not at all

To a great extent

23%

22%
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Organisational politics and poor strategic direction are the 
biggest causes of stress

Our Working in Asia Pacific survey has reported organisational politics as the biggest 
cause of workplace stress in recent years, and there is evidence of an ongoing struggle 
with this in Singapore, Hong Kong and Australia. A perceived lack of strategic direction 
also features, though less predominantly. While a certain amount of political behaviour 
could be regarded as unavoidable in most organisations, (and indeed when used 
constructively can be a force for good), excessive political play can undermine trust, thus 
increasing stress levels3. It can also negatively affect morale, increase conflict and impede 
knowledge sharing, ultimately leading to a loss of talent.

In China the greatest stressor is a felt lack of control combined with a lack of support. This 
combination is often linked with a success-orientated culture, but there are downsides 
which shouldn’t be ignored. Employees may feel that their ideas and decision-making 
are not trusted, which in turn can stifle creativity and discourage open communication. 
How then does this sit alongside the expectations of Chinese millennials entering the 
workforce? Given what we know about millennials’ desire for a sense of autonomy and 
their need to make a difference, we would suggest this point needs some consideration, 
particularly in an employment market where the recruitment and retention of young talent 
is key. 

3  Holbeche, L. (2002) Politics in organisations

What do you consider to be the major stressors in your working life?

Base size (n) 511 492 392

Australia China Hong Kong Singapore

Organisational politics 39% 47%13%40%

14%Poor strategic direction from the top 39% 41%34%

29%19%
Lack of clarity concerning my goals 
and objectives 26%27%

Workload 38% 29% 31%21%

Lack of control over my work 
(e.g. what, where, how and 
when work is done)

25% 26%17% 35%

35%Lack of support 18% 29% 33%

630
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Respondents in Singapore and Hong Kong more likely to 
report feeling ill-equipped to support a colleague with a 
mental health issue

A look across the results for the four countries reveals widely different views on how 
well-equipped respondents feel to support a colleague who may confide in them about 
a mental health issue. A concerning 63 per cent of Singaporeans do not feel equipped, 
and it’s a similar picture in Hong Kong where just over half (53%) do not feel equipped. In 
marked contrast, only 13 per cent of Australians tell us that they would struggle in such a 
situation.   

So what is Australia doing differently that neighbouring countries might learn from? 
According to the Economist Intelligence Unit, (cited earlier) mental illness is the second 
largest contributor to years lost to disability (YLDs) in the Asia Pacific region, and in 
Australia currently knocks 3.5 per cent off GDP. Australia is one country in the region 
which has recognised the significant human and financial costs and has been taking steps 
towards de-stigmatisation and making mental health a priority for its workforce. One way 
we can see this clearly in the data is the level of support and training offered by Australian 
organisations.

 

How equipped do you feel to provide support to a colleague facing a mental health issue?

% of respondents who indicated ...

Base size (n) = 641

Singapore

I don’t feel equipped 63%

I feel equipped 37%

I don’t feel equipped

I feel equipped

I don’t feel equipped

I feel equipped

I don’t feel equipped

I feel equipped

Base size (n) = 396

Hong Kong

47%

53%

Base size (n) = 492

China

66%

34%

Base size (n) = 512

Australia

87%

13%
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Organisational commitment to training, supporting and raising 
mental health awareness among employees directly and 
positively impacts how well they feel able to help others

Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs)4 are the most widespread form of organisational 
support in Singapore, Hong Kong and Australia. The picture in China is slightly different 
but most encouraging; Chinese employees are most likely to have access to medical 
professionals as a first source of support, but this is closely followed by on-site counselling 
or assistance and then by amended working practices and reasonable adjustments. This 
is a clear indicator that Chinese companies are beginning to engage with a community-
based, integrated service provision as opposed to institutional care. In addition, 35 per 
cent of our survey respondents in China work for companies who offer mental health 
training, compared to 23 per cent in Hong Kong and 20 per cent in Singapore. 

Interestingly, around one quarter of people in Singapore, Hong Kong and China feel that 
they work in an environment that engenders an open and supportive culture – suggesting 
that Asia Pacific organisations are making some progress towards being more comfortable 
in addressing mental health issues than ignoring them. 

The table below illustrates how an organisation’s commitment to training, supporting and 
raising awareness among employees appears to be related to how well they feel able to 
help others. Just 3 per cent of Australian respondents say that their organisation fails to 
offer any form of support for mental wellness and only 13 per cent feel unable to support 
a colleague in need, to some degree. In Singapore, where 44 per cent think that nothing 
is offered by their organisation, we also see that 63 per cent indicate that they do not feel 
equipped to support a colleague. 

Comparing level of support offered by the organisation,  
and how equipped employees feel to support a colleague

4  Employee Assistance Programme definition: an employee benefit programme which assists employees with personal/work-related problems that can impact their job performance, health, mental or emotional well-being, for example counselling, legal advice etc.

Regarding mental health, what support does your organisation offer?

% who do not feel equipped to 
support a colleague

% who say “I don’t think anything is 
o�ered” (by my organisation)

China 34% 11%

Hong Kong 34%53%

Singapore 44%63%

Australia 13% 3%

Base size (n) = 492

Base size (n) = 493

Base size (n) = 641

Base size (n) = 512

Base size (n)

Training to assist in identifying and supporting 
those with mental health di�culties

Mental health (including resilience) training

An environment that engenders an open 
and supportive culture

Access to external medical professionals

Employee Assistance Programs

Amended working practices / 
reasonable adjustments

Back to work assistance/on site counsellors

Australia

512

36%

42%

43%

45%

92%

58%

38%

3%

493

China

15%

20%

29%

39%

23%

32%

33%

11%

641

Singapore

7%

13%

23%

28%

34%

23%

10%

44%

396

Hong Kong

9%

14%

26%

32%

39%

27%

10%

34%I don’t think anything is o�ered
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Appendix 1: Respondent profile

This year’s Working in Asia Pacific 2019 survey is based on the responses of 970 Singapore, 608 Hong Kong, 492 China and 732 Australian managers and non-managers from 
organisations of a range of sectors and sizes. The characteristics of the respondents who completed the survey and the type of organisation they work for are presented here.

Respondent Characteristics 

 Figure 1: Survey respondent by seniority Figure 2: Survey respondent by generation

 

Generation Y 
(born 1980-2000)

29%

Baby boomer
(born immediately after 

WWII up to 1964)
14.3%

Generation X 
(born 1965-1979)

56.7%

CEO, CFO, MD
15%

Mid-level 
Manager 21%

First-level 
Manager

 13%

Board 
Director 

1%

Non-managerial 
Sta�  16%

Base size (n) = 2710Base size (n) = 2692

Senior 
Manager

35%



Appendices

© Roffey Park Institute 2019 42

Respondents by seniority within gender

52 per cent of respondents were female. 48 per cent were male. Figure 3 shows the breakdown of seniority within each gender.

Figure 3: Survey respondent by seniority within gender

FEMALE

MALE

23.1%

17.9%

Mid Level
Manager of first-level 

managers

15.1%

11.3%

First Level
Supervisor, 
team leader

19.2%

11.7%

Non Managerial
No managerial 
responsibility19%

10.5%

CEO, CFO, 
CTO, GM, MD

Leader in a 
decision-making 
position for the 

organisation

1.6%

0.5%

Board Director

31.6%

38.5%

Senior Level
Manager of mid-level 

managers

Respondent’s role level by gender

Base size (n) = 2692
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HR Respondents by Job Title

52 per cent of the managers who responded to the survey worked in a role dedicated to people management and development (e.g. HR generalist or specialist, OD, L&D, Talent 
Management etc.). The majority of HR respondents were female (56 per cent female; 44 per cent male). 

Figure 4: HR Respondents by Job Title

*Note: Only categories 5% and above are shown for reasons of space

Other 
18%

HR Manager 
17%

HR Director
31%

Base size (n) = 1173

Learning & 
Development

5%

Recruitment/
Resourcing

7%

HR Business 
Partner

12%

Health & Safety
5%

Talent
Management

5%
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Respondent Organisation Characteristics 

Respondents to the survey worked for a range of organisations of different sectors and sizes. Figure 5 shows the breakdown of respondent organisations’ by employee size and Figure 6 
by industrial sector.

Figure 5: Survey respondents by number of employees in Asia Pacific   Figure 6: Respondent breakdown by industry

  *Note: Only categories 5% and above are shown for reasons of space

 

Other
54%

Building/ 
Construction/ 
Engineering

7%

Up to 200
23%

1,001-5,000
26%

5,000+
 26%

Base size (n) = 2725Base size (n) = 2710

201-1,000
25%

Professional 
Services

5%

IT and 
Telecommunications

8%

Financial Services 
(Banking/Insurance/Asset 

Management)
26%
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Appendix 2: Methodology
The Working in Asia Pacific 2019 report aims to identify current and future challenges 
that employees face in Singapore, Hong Kong, China and Australia. The content of the 
questionnaire was determined following consultation with colleagues at Roffey Park 
Institute, Profile Search & Selection and The Next Step. The survey is in its fourth year and 
has a mixture of questions from previous surveys conducted by Roffey Park Institute and 
Profile Search & Selection, namely Roffey Park Institute’s Management Agenda (UK and 
Europe) and Working in Asia 2017 and 2018. 

This year’s survey consisted of 37 multiple choice questions in five sections: HR and AI, 
talent management, leadership and organisational change as well as mental health and 
well-being.

An online version of the survey was produced and the survey was live from early December 
2018 to mid-February 2019. An email invitation with a link to the survey was sent to a list of 
managers known to Roffey Park Institute, Profile Search & Selection and The Next Step. For 
data collection in China, the survey was translated to Chinese and sent out to respondents 
via WeChat and an email link. The responses were then translated to English. 

The incentive for completing the survey was a free copy of the final report, and for every 
respondent who completed the survey we donated one US dollar to a chosen mental health 
charity.   

Rather than presenting an exhaustive account of the data collected in this year’s survey, 
we have chosen to focus on aspects of the data that appear most interesting – which we 
hope, in combination, provide an engaging and informative view of the challenges and 
perspectives of today’s managers in the countries surveyed.

A note on terminology: we refer in the report to respondents, employees, managers 
and non-managers. ‘Employees’, ‘respondents’ and ‘survey participants’ are used 
interchangeably and refer to all respondents to our survey, including managers and those 
not in managerial roles. ‘Managers’ and ‘Leaders’ refers to anyone with line management 
responsibility. They include first-level, mid-level and senior managers, as well as C-suite, MD 
levels and Board Directors. ‘Non-managers’ refers to employees without such responsibility. 
‘HR Managers’ refer to any HR professional with line management responsibility.

We refer to “mainland China” as “China” in the report, due to space constraints. 
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Appendix 3: About the team
Sara Gopal, BSocSc (Psychology), PGDip

Based in Singapore, Sara has over 8 
years of experience as a researcher 
and has worked extensively with 
clients in the public sector. Prior 
to joining Roffey Park Institute, 
she worked in a government 
institute, where she was involved 

in quantitative field research in Asian leadership 
development. Her recent research work include 
organisational politics, intercultural virtual teams and HR 
agility.  Sara’s research interests include neuroscience, 
psychological well-being and mental health at work.

Alex Swarbrick, MPhil, BSc, Dip PCP 
(Psychology), Chartered FCIPD

Alex is an experienced manager, 
consultant, facilitator and executive 
coach, combining a strong 
background in HR with over 16 years 
in leadership development. Based 
in Singapore, he works with senior, 
middle and junior managers across 

public and private sectors. During his career, Alex has led 
on the HR aspects of various strategic and operational 
initiatives from organisational transformation, business 
sale and merger, to the design of performance review 
processes and behavioural competency frameworks.  He 
has a particular interest in culture and in the relational 
aspects of leadership and management.  

Carol Hatcher

Carol is an experienced qualitative 
researcher, and has worked across 
a breadth of organisations including 
those in the NHS, further education, 
financial and legal sectors. Most 
recently she has co-authored Roffey 
Park Institute’s work into what builds 

and sustains trusting relationships at work. She has 
contributed to The Management Agenda research for the 
last 10 years and has a particular interest in how mobile 
technology is impacting our working lives

Meysam Poorkavoos BSc, MSc, PhD

Meysam is an experienced 
researcher with strong knowledge of 
quantitative and qualitative research 
methods. His main areas of interest 
are around compassion in the 
workplace, resilience, innovation 
and interpersonal trust. Some of 

Meysam’s recent work with clients include design and 
delivery of leadership competency framework, 360 
degree feedback and employee attitude surveys. Before 
joining the research team at Roffey Park Institute, Meysam 
worked as a university lecturer delivering a variety of 
management courses.

Julia Wellbelove, BSc, MSc. C.Psychol

Julia is the Head of Research 
at Roffey Park Institute and 
a Chartered Occupational 
Psychologist.  Julia leads a team 
of researchers conducting thought 
leadership research into areas 
such as organisational behaviour, 

human potential, leadership and OD.  Julia also leads 
research consultancy projects, working with clients in 
the UK, Europe and Asia to help them gain a deeper 
understanding of their people, values, leadership 
capabilities or culture and recommend data-driven 
solutions which have impact.  Her research interest areas 
are diversity, coaching, building trust during change and 
effective matrix-working.
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Profile Search & Selection

Richard Letcher, BSc (Bris)

Richard is a Co-Founder and 
Managing Director based in Hong 
Kong, leading Profile Search & 
Selection’s Human Resources 
practice and specialising in senior-
level mandates across all industries. 
Richard has 25 years of executive 

search experience. Prior to establishing Profile in 
2005, he was at a leading executive search firm in 
London, Hong Kong and Australia, focusing on both 
the accounting and human resources divisions of the 
business. Richard started his career as an Accountant, 
first at Arthur Andersen and then with Credit Suisse First 
Boston in London.

James Rushworth, BA (QMUL)

James is a Managing Director 
based in Singapore, responsible 
for Profile Search & Selection’s 
Southeast Asia operations. James 
has over 19 years of executive search 
experience in Southeast Asia. Prior 
to establishing Profile’s presence in 
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Roffey Park Institute, Profile Search & Selection and The Next Step’s research - 
Working in Asia Pacific: Key HR and Leadership Priorities for 2019 - aims to highlight 
managers’ views on organisational life in Singapore, Hong Kong, mainland China and 
Australia. It is based on Roffey Park Institute’s Singapore Management Agenda which 
has previously featured in national and trade press.

Based on the views of more than 2000 managers and non-managers working 
in organisations from a wide range of sectors and different sizes, the report 
covers managers’ views on leadership, HR, organisational culture, change, talent 
management, impact of digital technology and well-being. The report presents the 
views of employees from all levels of seniority and those in both HR and non-HR roles.

This research should appeal to a wide audience, from board members through to HR, 
OD and managers in the wider business. It should also be of interest to anyone with 
responsibility for developing effective people management strategies, OD initiatives, 
and effective organisations.




