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P E O P L E  A N D  P E R F O R M A N C E  S E R I E S 

Singtel faces a rapidly changing environment as geopolitics, customer 
expectations and AI reshape its business. In discussion with Criticaleye 

Senior Editor Bridgette Hall, Group Chief People & Sustainability 
Officer Aileen Tan reflects on how the organisation is redesigning 
itself for pace, resilience and a blended human–AI workforce — 

and the leadership capabilities needed for what comes next
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From its roots as Singapore’s state-
run telco, the Singtel Group is 

now a leading Asian communications 
technology group, focused on three 
key areas, namely connectivity, digital 
services and digital infrastructure. 

That makes Aileen Tan, Group Chief 
People & Sustainability Officer, a timely 
voice. With cross-functional depth and 
Board-facing fluency, she’s spent her 
career focused on the intersection of 
capability, performance and change.

Aileen’s path to Group CPSO has been 
anything but linear. STEM-trained 
in computer science and statistics, 
with a Master’s in Organisational 
Behaviour, she began her career on 
a management associate track and 
rotated through operations, product, 
marketing research and customer 
experience, including time leading a 
contact centre. That cross-functional 
breadth now underpins her approach 
to people and performance: fluent in 
both business mechanics and human 
dynamics; she’s as comfortable dissecting 
pipeline risks as she is discussing 
culture and incentives at Board level.

In this conversation with Criticaleye’s 
Senior Editor Bridgette Hall, she brings 
that lens to bear on the questions 
now facing Singtel: how to design for 
pace and resilience, where leadership 
pipelines need to evolve, and what 
it means to rewire an organisation 
for the human–AI partnership.

BH: To set the scene, how would 
you describe Singtel’s operating 
environment right now?

AT: Ours is not unusual compared  
with many large organisations.  

The geopolitical situation has a 
real impact on where we operate. 
... and it isn’t going away; it’s only 
getting tougher. Another challenge 
is technological disruption. As we 
speak, AI is really happening at a 
fast and furious pace. It presents 
challenges and opportunities to us all.

Then there are the changes in our 
own space... stakeholder expectations, 
especially customers, are different from 
the past. The same is true for our people: 
employee expectations have shifted. 
We now have more generations working 
together than before. I still remember 
starting out with a supervisor who 
retired at 55. Today, 55 feels like the 
new 45. It’s a very different operating 
setup, and social and employment 
expectations have changed as well.

BH: Day-to-day versus strategic: 
how do you split the Group 
CPO & Sustainability role?

AT: Day-to-day, my job is to keep  
the people and sustainability engines 

 In an AI-native 
world, the concept 
of human resources 

may not exist 

running… Operationally, that means 
making sure the recruitment, 
performance management, payroll and 
training engines are running. These are 
table stakes—the core, day-to-day HR 
management and business operations.

Similarly, on sustainability, it’s the same 
discipline. In our environmental work, 
especially around decarbonisation, we 
work continuously with the business 
to deploy a greener network and more 
sustainable solutions. For example, 
we work closely with our suppliers to 
track their emissions and bring them 
down. These are day-to-day activities.

However, at a more strategic level, I’ve 
been challenging my team. Thinking 
about… the next three to five years 
and beyond, we probably shouldn’t be 
known as ‘human resources’ anymore. 
In an AI-native world, the concept of 
human resources may not exist. We’ll 
have resource management: people 
and agentic AI. From that perspective, 
the traditional organisational structure 
and org chart becomes irrelevant; they 
won’t look the same. We’ll need a much 
more AI-native resource function.

These ideas have significant 
implications for how we organise 
our business, our people and 
our various resources, as well as 
our organisational culture going 
forward. Strategically, our work is to 
think through the next generation 
organisational structure and the 
capabilities the organisation will need, 
which may change fundamentally. We 
partner with the CEO and the senior 
leadership team to reconstruct the 
organisation and blended workforce 
for an AI world—because it’s going 
to look fundamentally different. >
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BH: The remit has clearly expanded. 
How do you define the role you play?

AT: I have ‘capital’: knowledge capital, 
experience capital and I’m pretty well 
networked. I know people, I know 
our stakeholders and I manage those 
relationships well. So, at a senior level 
the question is: given this different 
capital I have, how do I use it to create  
a bigger impact for the organisation? 
How do I make a difference? It  
doesn’t mean I only speak up about 
people, sustainability, or governance— 
I don’t think that’s how we should 
approach it. We have to look at issues 
more broadly. I do have a view on where 
the organisation is going strategically 
and I want that view to be heard.

The way I think about the CPO job  
is that we carry various roles. At times 

I’m an architect—planning for an  
AI-led organisation, imagining what  
we’ll look like. I’m also a builder— 
I don’t just design; I want to build fast: 
culture, right behaviours and the right 
leadership. I’m an orchestrator— 
different teams, different parts of 
the organisation coming together; 
how do you bring people along? 
And I’m a catalyst—HR can spark 
something bold, new and exciting.

BH: What does meaningful 
Board engagement look like?

AT: I’ll speak to the people side first. The 
Board is always very keen on leadership 
and the talent pipeline. Strong leaders 
and a strong pipeline help with business 
continuity—they create optionality for 
the organisation. So that’s a core agenda 
item. And with that comes succession, 
and it’s a key agenda on its own.

The Board also looks hard at 
performance and rewards. We need 
KPIs set in line with the strategic plan, 
and when people deliver, they should 
get the right recognition and the right 
rewards. That’s a key mandate. The 
Board also has to be able to assess 
outcomes properly and, where there 
are unintended outcomes, exercise the 
right oversight. So, we work with them 
on that openly and transparently.

Culture is another big one. Is the 
culture helping the organisation 
move forward? The Board will ask: 
how is culture shaping up?

And then risk. What risks are we 
dealing with as an organisation? 
A lot of risk shows up when you 
don’t have the right talent, the right 

leaders, enough succession, or the 
right culture. The Board will want to 
know: ‘are there residual risks we’re 
not dealing with? Are we on it?’

BH: How do you work with the 
senior leadership team?

AT: With the Group CEO and the 
Group CFO, we spend a lot of time 
talking about the business—what 
outcomes we want. As the people 
and sustainability leader, I need a 
really good grasp of the strategic plan 
and a clear view of each operating 
company’s expectations and targets: 
what outcomes we’re after, how they link 
to individual performance scorecards 
and how we’ll look at performance at 
year-end. That alignment matters.

If we introduce new concepts or 
measures, I work closely with the 
Group CFO to ask whether we’re  
going after the right outcomes. It’s 
important to raise points like: ‘is this 
target too stretched, or is it too easy?  
Is it even set up right?’ You have to 
work closely with the Group CEO, the 
Group CFO and the teams to have those 
discussions—otherwise, you end up just 
filling targets on paper — I don’t want 
that. I don’t want to just put numbers 
into a table; I want to understand 
why they’re set, whether they’re good 
targets and whether they drive the right 
behaviour and the right outcomes.

BH: How has your leadership 
style evolved?

AT: My leadership style has evolved 
quite a lot. Early in my career, I was 
young, bold and a good achiever—I could  
be quite directive and authoritative > 

Singtel Snapshot

• �Heritage:  
Telecommunications in 
Singapore dates back 
to 1879, when the first 
telephone exchange was 
established; Singtel was 
corporatised in 1992

• �Headquarters: Singapore

• �Operating revenue: 
$14.146 billion (FY2025)

• �Employees: ~24,000 globally

• �Business focus:  
Connectivity, digital services 
and digital infrastructure

• �Customer reach:  
>800 million mobile  
customers across its footprint 
(via associates and subsidiaries)
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Click here to find out how we support CPOs and other executives.

Criticaleye supports aspiring and current CPOs to accelerate their development  
as CPOs and become broader enterprise leaders in the C-suite. 

Accessing global, cross-sector 
reference points and peer 
connections that support 
the execution of strategy

Building resilience and 
managing the extreme 

pressure that comes 
with a leadership role

Stepping up as a CPO and 
being a strategic partner to 

the CEO, CFO and ExCo

Building a world-class HR 
function and strengthening 

leadership capabilities 
within teams

CPO

Our 360-degree support is designed to accelerate leaders in the CPO role.
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because I wanted things done quickly. 
Over time, I’ve shifted. I see myself 
more as an architect of strategy and 
systems, which means I bring people 
along. I play down authority and play up 
influence, engagement and partnering.

As you get more senior, listening 
becomes critical. I have to listen and 
synthesise a lot more—though sometimes 
I still feel I haven’t listened enough. The 
ability to listen, make sense and bring 
people alongside is important now.

What hasn’t changed is that I’m still 
very bold on purpose and vision. People 
describe me as bold, courageous and 
fearless. I’m not afraid of change or 
disruption. I recognise the challenges, 
but I also see the opportunities.

I also see myself as 40 percent 
‘irrelevant’ at any point in time, because 
things are changing so quickly. If you feel 
100 percent relevant, it’s easy to slip into 
complacency—which I don’t want. Seeing 
myself as 40 percent irrelevant creates 
a healthy anxiety and hunger to learn, 
experiment and try. That’s innate in me: 
the intellectual curiosity to learn widely. 
I can read anything and try everything.

I encourage my team to do that too. 
Every morning you’ll see me learning.  
I spend about 30 minutes on something 
new—anything from dog grooming 
to the lab-grown diamond industry, 
AI, leadership, sustainability, EVs, 
carbon credits or nuclear reactors. 
I read very widely because the 
more we read and understand, the 

broader we think—and the better 
placed we are to create impact. 

BH: Your advice to a first-
time Group CPO?

AT: Don’t trap yourself in your own 
function. Don’t get boxed in. Take every 
opportunity to ask: if I were the CIO, 
what would I do? If I were the CMO? 
The Risk Officer? That pushes you to 
extend your thinking. Don’t stick to a 
single agenda—the people agenda. 

That’s when people respect you not just 
as ‘HR’. My big advice is: be enterprise-
facing. Get down to the business. Don’t 
think that just giving the best HR advice 
will work. Be prepared to give credible 
business advice, your voice matters. 
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