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Thinking beyond the checklist 
SMU business school's new 
dean sets his sights on 
building entrepreneurial 
thinking in his students 

By Chan Vi wen 
yiwenc@sph.com.sg 
@ChanYiWenBT 

Singapore 

NAPOLEON I, borrowing a phrase 
from Scottish philosopher Adam 
Smith, famously described Britain as 
"a nation of shopkeepers", implying 
that the British were small-minded. 

Singapore is in that kind of spot 
right now, says the freshly inaugurat
ed dean of the Lee Kong Chian School 
of Business of the Singapore Manage
ment University (SMU). 

Gerard George, aged 43 and into 
the third month in his new job, told re
porters on Thursday: "If we were to 
mock Singapore, we would say it is a 
nation of bankers and real-estate de
velopers." 

But he said: "What we would like to 
become is a nation of entrepreneurs." 

Some clarification is in order here. 
Entrepreneurship in the sense he 
used it is not specific to starting com
panies; rather, it is about developing 
an entrepreneurial mindset: 

'The country is missing a big trick 
about how it thinks about entrepre
neurial thinking. We make a list of all 
the things we want to do and we say 
okay, check, we've done that. It's a 
list-building mentality. It's not an op
portunity-framing mentality - which 
is what entrepreneurial thinking is 
about." 

To him, living by a checklist is sti
fling; an entrepreneurial mentality, 
on the other hand, operates in mul
ti-fold ways. 

It is precisely this way of thinking 
that Prof George intends to build up 
in the Lee Kong Chian School of Busi
ness. Having begun a five-year-term 
as dean on ]an 1, he has made it a pri
ority to oversee and develop a new 
course in the school next semester -
one titled "Managing in a VUCA Con
text". 

(For those who stumble over the ac
ronym, VUCA stands for "Volatile, Un
certain, Complex and Ambiguous.) 

In a business school, a course title 
embodying this term -coined by the 

US Army War College -will teach stu
dents about the nature of change, 
how to analyse problems and operate 
in fluid situations. 

Imbuing the students with entre
preneurial thinking is key, he said of 
the course, the brain child of his pred
ecessor, Professor Howard Thomas. 

With Prof George at the helm, the 
school is now developing several case 
studies to create situations that will re
quire entrepreneurial thinking of 
those undergoing the course. 

Under his leadership, the business 
school is also ramping up its entrepre
neurship initiatives. For example, it is 
now organising a week to celebrate 
the entrepreneurship culture and has 
begun matching its students with in
ternships and projects in the 
Biopolis/Fusionopolis cluster, home 
to Singapore's biomedical and 
high-tech startups. 

A British national and a professor 
of innovation and entrepreneurship, 
Prof George was previously the depu
ty dean of the Imperial College 
London's Business School. He is also 
the editor of the Academy of Manage
ment journal, a flagship publication 
in the field of management. 

He said he hopes to raise his 
students' overseas exposure, which 
will broaden their perspective. This is 

"not just a visit to some place and be
coming global", he said; he wants to 
rope in more university-exchange 
partners and dovetail overseas pro
grammes with his students' career 
choices. 

Most importantly, he is urging 
them to look beyond the usual 
hotspots of Silicon Valley, Tokyo and 
Sweden, and venture into the region. 

"Even though we have neighbours 
that are very close, students could 
still develop a better understanding 
of the region and see what the prob
lems are. It is not the same as seeing it 
on television or i n  print.  For 
Singapore's future, we've got to under
stand our neighbours," he said. 

Last September, he unveiled plans 
to put the Lee Kong Chian School of 
Business among the world's top 20 
schools; it is now in 58th place in the 
Top 100 Worldwide Business School 
Rankings done by the University of 
Texas at Dallas. 

He definitely believes that you can
not beat Apple by trying to be more 
like Apple. The way he sees it, his busi
ness school will not stand out if it sim
ply models itself on its Western coun
terparts. 

He said: "We have to embrace be
ing Asian, not become more like Impe
rial College or Stanford University. We 
have to build something uniquely 

Gerard George, 
the new dean of 
SMU's Lee Kong 
Chian School of 
Business, also 
wants to reach 
out to the 
Singapore 
business 
community by 
creating a 
portfolio of 
business-support 
tools for SMEs. 

Asian and leverage that to be the best 
in the region. By doing so, we will au
tomatically be in the top 20." 

For the wider business community 
in Singapore, Prof George hopes to 
bring to the table his experience as 
programme director for the London 
Stock Exchange's Elite programme, 
which provides company founders, 
chief executives and executive teams 
of high-growth companies with a tai
lored portfolio of business-support 
tools, education services and access 
to a select group of business advisory 
and investment partners. For more 
than two years, the programme sup
ported 36 small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) through their next 
stage of growth; six are in the process 
of listing on the London Stock Ex
change. 

Prof George is now in talks with 
statutory boards such as the Singa
pore Economic Development Board 
and Spring to build a joint platform 
for local SMEs. There are about 
183,000 SMEs in Singapore, but such 
mediums are still absent. 

In the next six months, he hopes to 
bring 20 SMEs with shared industry 
experiences on board the pro
gramme. "Growing local companies 
may very well provide future listings 
and fill the pipeline for the Singapore 
Exchange," he said. 

Source: The Business Times © Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Permission required for reproduction. 


