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Interview

Leadership is 
for People Like 
You and Me: 
Coach Wouter 

M ahatma Gandhi’s words to his compatriots 
to “be the change you want to see” were 
revolutionary in his time. And they still are, 

especially for those who still believe that leadership is only for 
people with positions of  authority in government, business 
and society. However, as times have changed, so has the 
understanding of  what leadership means, who can be leaders, 
and how to lead in practice. 

Known as an inspiring 
leadership trainer, Wouter Lincklaen 
Arriëns (Coach Wouter) started 
TransformationFirst.Asia in 2013 as a 
leadership practice based in Singapore. 
While his focus is on Asia, his clients 
come from around the world. Coach 
Wouter worked in development 
projects across Asia and has influenced 
positive change for over three decades.

After growing up in the 
Netherlands with a degree in tropical 
land and water management, he 
came to Asia in the early 1980s with 
a passion for bridging social divides 
by connecting people and facilitating 
collaboration. 

He speaks with iMPACT’s Ian 
Jamotillo on leadership in the twenty-
first century, and its attendant promise 
and challenges. 

iMPACT: Coach Wouter, why did 
you decide to become a coach 
and trainer?

Coach Wouter: Working in 
development projects with UNICEF, 
the Mekong River Commission, and 
the Asian Development Bank, I learned 
that it is not enough to understand 
the issues we deal with and then 
design more strategies, projects, and 
action plans. To actually get from A 
to B we need people with leadership 
abilities who can help us to do it. 
Most of  the people I met did not have 
any leadership and communication 
training. As a result, many lacked the 
confidence and the skills to influence 
change. That’s why I shifted my focus 
from technical issues to bringing out 
the best in people through leadership 
training and coaching. I wish I knew 
at age 30 what I am teaching about 
leadership now.

Why did you move to Asia?

I have always been attracted by the rich 
diversity of  cultures in Asia and by the 
collaborative spirit of  people in this 
part of  the world. Learning by sharing 
experiences and working together is 
a perfect way for innovations to start. 
Leading positive change is not only 
about more technology and finance. 
It is about building on a holistic—
and I would say even spiritual—
understanding of  life. That is where 
Asia has always led the way.

With millennials comprising 
most of  today’s population, what 
do you think sets them apart 
from the older generations in 
terms of  leadership?

There is no doubt that millennials 
are at the cutting edge of  the changes 
we need in this time. They combine 



a “can-do” attitude for creative 
problem-solving with an understanding 
of  the need for sustainability. Still, 
I hear a lot about the tensions 
between millennial managers 
and older executives. Creating 
new approaches for collaboration 
between them is an urgent challenge 
that needs both learning and 
unlearning. That is a priority in 
my training and coaching work. 

Do youth today have an edge 
when it comes to leadership? 

Young leaders have less “baggage” 
to unlearn, so they can grasp the 
need for new solutions more quickly. 
Some young leaders in their teens are 
already influencing global changes, 
like Melati and Isabel Wijsen with 
their Bye Bye Plastic Bags campaign 

that started in Bali. They also 
explained that youth is a mindset, 
which is good news for the rest of  us, 
who still have big visions for change. 
We need a beginner’s mind, as Zen 
master Shunryu Suzuki said. 

How do you think leadership is 
empowering business to become 
sustainable?

We cannot see leadership as separate 
from people like you and me. What 
we need to do is to grow more leaders 
at all levels of  the organizations. 
Then there is no limit to the changes 
we can influence for sustainability, 
because people want it, because it 
makes business sense, and because 
the costs of  not complying to stricter 
regulations will become too high.

What do you think is the biggest 
challenge corporate businesses, 
organizations and non-profits 
face now?

I have heard many experts say that the 
biggest challenge lies in using more 
and smarter technology, big data, and 
artificial intelligence. While these are 
important, they also keep distracting 
businesses from investing in their most 
valuable resource, which is their staff. 
In top technology leader Google, none 
of  their five keys for team success has 
to do with technology. All five are 
about people, trust, and collaboration. 
Investing more in people will reduce 
inefficiency, boost productivity in 
teams, and drive innovation. In 
most businesses today, however, staff 
engagement remains low and teams 
perform far below expectations. The 
biggest “bang for the buck” comes 
from investing in your staff and in 
collaborating more closely with 
partners, customers, and stakeholders. 

Any advice or tips for emerging 
leaders, start-up businesses and 
new players in the development 
and business sector?

Remember how airlines tell you to 
put the oxygen mask on yourself  
before helping others? It’s the same 
for leadership. You need to invest in 
expanding your own leadership skills 
first, and then you can grow more 
leaders around you, so that everyone 
can become a leader of  positive 
change.  

You can read more about Coach 
Wouter’s work with executives and 
emerging leaders in Asia at www.
transformationfirst.asia. 
He welcomes your leadership 
questions—send them to 
coachwouter@transformationfirst.asia.
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