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RSAF 2030: Evolving Our Culture for 
Future Challenges

By LTC Tan Cheng Wee, Mark, MAJ Cumarran K. & ME4 Ng Wei Rong

INTRODUCTION

“Change must first occur in people’s minds; only then can it take place in the 
structure, processes, performance, and output of the organisation. Before you move 
bricks and mortar, you must move your mind.”

- General (Ret) Gordon R. Sullivan1

Organisational culture refers to the norms of behaviour, the customs, the beliefs 
and espoused values that have been developed over time and are considered valid. It is 
the glue that keeps an organisation together and allows it to achieve its strategy and 
desired objectives.2 However, regardless of the strengths of an organisation’s culture, it 
must continue to evolve especially in a volatile and unpredictable environment or risk 
stagnation, or in the worst case, irrelevance.3 As the future will likely be fraught with 
uncertainty and new challenges, General Sullivan’s thoughts reiterate the need for the 
Republic of Singapore Air Force (RSAF) to take active steps in shaping our organisational 
culture to remain relevant in the future.

The RSAF has been successful in achieving its mission of deterrence thus far, which 
can be attributed to key elements of its culture that have been entrenched throughout 
the decades since its inception. Moving forward, these key cultural elements must be 
retained but our culture must continue to evolve and adapt to the future challenges 
in 2030. This essay will discuss the challenges of our future environment and the need 
for our culture to evolve. It will highlight the elements of culture that has enabled the 
RSAF to be successful to date and suggest how our future culture can be shaped for the 
RSAF to remain effective and maintain its operational edge.

WHY OUR CULTURE MUST EVOLVE

History is littered with examples that illustrate companies which survived tough 
times as a result of strong cultures and vice versa. For a long time, Kodak was a giant in 
the photography and camera-making industry. However, with the emergence of digital 
cameras and smart phones, the popularity of traditional cameras and film diminished, 
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causing the great Kodak to go under. Few knew that Kodak actually saw this threat 
but did little to address the impending situation. The company had commissioned a 
study in the 1980s to explore future market trends. The study highlighted the ‘threat’ 
of digital photography and stated that Kodak had about 10 years to prepare for the 
transition. Kodak’s executives, however, did little to address the threat. Consequently, 
Kodak’s 27% market-leading share in 1999 dropped to 7% in 2010.4 In 2012, Kodak filed 
for bankruptcy. 

Kodak became an industry leader built upon a culture of innovation, which led it 
to develop a set of business strategies that allowed it to thrive and outperform its 
competitors. While its employees had ideas and solutions to tackle the competition 
from digital photography, complacency had set into its leadership and prevented 
decisive action to combat the inevitable challenges. Its leadership listened less to 
its employees and ignored the solutions that could have prevented its bankruptcy. 
Fujifilm, on the other hand, diversified their revenue streams, re-trained their workforce 
and embraced the inevitable change that was to come.5 Similarly, we must recognise 
the equivalents of ‘digital photography’ for the RSAF and be ready to adapt to suit the 
changing environment. To engender innovation and change, we must develop a culture 
that encourages our people to share innovative ideas and remain adaptable for the RSAF 
to move forward.

Figure 1: Market share of Kodak vs Fujifilm (which diversified its business).6
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CHALLENGES FOR THE RSAF IN 2030

Changing External Operating Environment

Our lack of strategic depth and resources will not be the only challenge that we will 
face in 2030. We also have to contend with the growing militarisation and nationalism 
of the countries in the region. According to the Stockholm Peace Research Institute, 
collective military expenditures in Southeast Asia have risen steadily from US$14.4 
billion in 2004 to US$35.5 billion in 2013 (with the exception of Myanmar and Brunei) 
and are expected to increase even further.7 

Our external threats have also become less conventional and will test our resolve 
to adapt and respond. Transnational terrorism transcends the confines of territorially-
defined nation-states in both its objectives and operations. These terrorist groups are 
difficult to track or eliminate and would require concerted effort to circumvent. The 
cyber domain has become increasingly important, highlighted by the United States 
(US) Cyber Command’s recruitment of 6,000 cyber experts, the British military setting 
up a cyber-reserve unit and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) declaring 
cyber defence as one of its core tasks.8 With increasing reliance on networks, the cyber 
domain could be the place where the next war is won or lost. 

Strategic Domestic Challenges 

On the domestic front, Singapore’s fertility rates have been on a decline and will 
translate to a smaller manpower pool from which the RSAF can recruit. It is forecasted 
that the most significant decrease in enlistment numbers will occur around 2030 and will 
impact our future force if no mitigation measures are taken. Also, budgetary pressures 
arising from public scrutiny on defence spending and competing inter-Ministry demands 
will require the RSAF to tangibly demonstrate its value in peace and reinforce the need 
for a strong and credible Air Force.

The RSAF in 2030 must continue to fulfil its core mission of deterrence amidst 
the uncertain geopolitical landscape within our region and have the ability to tackle 
unconventional threats such as terrorism and cyber warfare. To overcome our manpower 
constraints, commanders must leverage on the rising educational profile of our people 
and harness their potential to stimulate innovation and change. New technologies 
must continue to be pursued, but more importantly, new war-fighting concepts must be 
developed to fight more effectively and efficiently. Our culture must evolve to become 
more people-centric to foster innovation and embed the conditions necessary to adapt 
to the changing environment. The RSAF in 2030 has to be a leaner but yet a more 
capable force, able to project deterrence against our potential adversaries and be more 
effective across the peace-to-war continuum.



52    Beyond the Horizon: Forging the Future RSAF

CULTURE FOR RSAF 2030

Our culture of high standards, professionalism and safety were forged over time and 
through experiences as a fledgling Air Force from 1968 to the 3rd Generation (3rd Gen) 
RSAF today. These will continue to be relevant to the RSAF in the future and must form 
the bedrock of our culture as we evolve with the changing environment.

Culture of High Standards and Professionalism

The culture of high standards and professionalism has allowed the RSAF to 
consistently punch above its weight and deliver mission success. Our high readiness 
posture has ensured the peace and security of Singapore and deterred any potential 
acts of aggression. In operations, we have also responded swiftly to provide aid during 
Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) missions, such as in the search for 
Air Asia QZ8501 in the Java Sea, in Kuantan as part of flood relief efforts and in Nepal 
following the 8.0 magnitude earthquake. In multi-lateral exercises, we have bench-
marked ourselves with the best air forces and have often come out tops. Our operational 
capabilities and responsiveness can be attributed to our culture of high standards and 
professionalism, which must be retained as we move into the future. We must continue 
to strengthen this culture and ensure that our standards are kept at a high level to 
continue delivering mission success. 

An SCDF vehicle being loaded on to the RSAC C-130 aircraft in preparation to be deployed to Nepal.
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Culture of Safety

The RSAF boasts an excellent safety record that would be the envy of many 
established air forces around the world. The A4 crisis in the 1980s was a stark reminder 
of the inherent risks associated with air operations and has led to the RSAF developing 
a strong emphasis on safety. Since then, safety has been entrenched into our culture 
and policies established to ensure safe operations when conducting our mission. Safety 
will continue to be an indicator of our operational capability and must be retained.

A Culture for the Future

While a culture of high standards, professionalism and safety has served the RSAF 
well thus far, we must continue to evolve and address the anticipated future challenges. 
In 2011, a study attempted to profile the SAF culture using the Competing Values 
Framework, which is premised upon the dual dimensions of flexibility and discretion 
versus stability and control, and internal versus external orientations.9 It conducted 
surveys on 4,600 personnel across the SAF and found that the prevailing culture was 
skewed towards Hierarchy and Market. The SAF’s structure has made it efficient, organised 
and consistent (Hierarchy), and also allowed it to be mission oriented so as to push 
the operational envelope to stay ahead of competition (Market). While Hierarchy and 
Market cultures have served well in the past, the study also established that there was 
a compelling need to shift culture towards Adhocracy and Clan to foster a more creative 
and entrepreneurial culture. 

Figure 2: Competing Values Framework.8
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The RSAF must encourage innovation and adaptability by invoking a shift towards 

adhocracy and clan cultures. We must shape our culture to be more collaborative to 

explore new ideas that could reap operational benefits. With a rising educational 

profile, we see the emergence of a generation of personnel with greater awareness 

and expressiveness on issues. They are vocal and have strong desires for their opinions 

to be heard, preferring a consultative rather than directive leadership approach. We 

must harness the ideas of our personnel to develop innovative ways and Concept of 

Operations (CONOPs) that will enhance our operational effectiveness to overcome the 

future challenges. 

Embracing the Adhocracy and Clan cultures has paid dividends in several well-
established foreign militaries. For example, the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) values the 
experience and ideas of their personnel. They empower individuals at every level to 
make decisions and have the ability to influence the outcome of their campaigns. This 
enables flexibility and speed in response to threats (Adhocracy), and fosters a strong 
sense of commitment to defence (Clan). Despite the rank structure, subordinates are 
allowed to challenge their superiors during tactics development to allow discussions to 
be robust and for plans to be comprehensive. Rational risk taking is also encouraged 
to explore new ideas and more effective ways of conducting operations. Mistakes are 
deemed tolerable so long as they do not stem from negligence. This culture fosters 
innovation and generates effective solutions quickly, making the organisation adaptive 
without being paralysed by the undue fear of potential risks.10 

Similarly, the RSAF must leverage on our new generation of airmen for a more 
effective fighting force in 2030. An adhocracy and clan culture will set in place the 
conditions necessary for a more collaborative and participative environment to engender 
innovation and exchange of ideas. This way, innovative war-fighting concepts can be 
developed to address our challenges and realise the leaner yet more capable RSAF. Such 
an approach would also better engage and maximise the potential of our airmen.

Besides shaping an effective fighting force, the Adhocracy and Clan cultures will 

also enable the RSAF to enhance our value in peace. Till date, the RSAF has performed 

credibly in numerous Operations Other Than War (OOTWs), such as delivering relief 

supplies and evacuating our citizens in the aftermath of the Nepal earthquake, and 

participating in counter-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden to keep vital sea-lanes 

safe and safeguard the nation’s commercial interests. The fast-moving and unpredictable 

nature of these operations requires nimbleness, creative solutions and the ability to 

work as a team both within and outside of the RSAF to achieve mission success. The 

shift to Adhocracy and Clan cultures will ensure that the RSAF continues to deliver 
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positive outcomes from future missions and strengthen its value in peace by portraying 
a strong deterrence posture and enlarging our political manoeuvring space.

LEADERSHIP & CULTURE: TWO SIDES OF THE SAME COIN

Leadership and culture exerts a mutual and constant influence on one another and 

are inextricably intertwined. The process of culture creation represents the essence of 

leadership and reflects clearly that leadership and culture are two sides of the same 

coin.11 Given the influence of leadership on culture, it will serve as the nexus for 

organisational culture to evolve. The Cultural Web framework, by Johnson and Scholes, 

highlights seven key elements (routines, rituals, stories, symbols, control systems, 

power structures, and organisational structures) that describe organisational culture.12  

These elements are, in turn, centred on a paradigm which embodies the assumptions, 

beliefs and values of the leadership.13 Over time, culture is embedded in an organisation 

primarily through the leaders’ behaviours, such as what they pay attention to, get 

upset over, reward and punish. The seven abovementioned elements then reinforce the 

exhibited leadership behaviours and act as secondary determinants of culture. Besides 

reflecting the organisational values and ethos, leaders are also primary agents for 

communicating the organisational culture and the impetus for change to his charges. 

Therefore, leadership will play a crucial role in driving the evolution of the culture in 

the RSAF.14 

To realise a shift towards the desired Adhocracy and Clan cultures, the corresponding 

behaviours exhibited by leaders at all levels of the command chain must be adjusted 

accordingly. For example, leaders need to be more open to feedback and new ideas.  

By proactively establishing avenues for free information exchange, the RSAF will then 

be able to tap collective wisdom and implement measures timely to stay nimble in the 

face of tomorrow’s challenges. A forward-looking disposition will also allow our leaders 

to identify future challenges and derive out-of-the-box solutions with no precedence. 

These are, however, possible only if leaders do not fear to appear ‘short of solutions’, 

and have the humility to abandon the ‘boss knows it all’ misconception. In addition, our 

leaders can practise participative leadership, one which puts emphasis on developing 

greater inclusiveness and appeal to people’s desire for their voices to be heard. Together 

with the focus on individual coaching and nurturing, it will build a strong sense of 

ownership and shared vision in our people towards the organisation’s future.

ALIGNING OUR SUBCULTURES

Large organisations, such as the RSAF, comprise of many smaller entities performing 
their specific functions to achieve the organisational mission. While an organisation is 
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often characterised by a dominant culture, it is common for sub-units to exhibit varying 
degrees of variance to the dominant culture, or subcultures, by virtue of their unique 
roles.15 For instance, while it is expected that the Fighter, Transport and UAV Groups 
all exhibit professionalism and demand for high standards, other aspects of culture 
such as aggression and risk appetite may vary. Subcultures play an important role in 
the success of every organisation. They not only enable the achievement of positive 
outcomes at the sub-unit level, but also afford critical organisational agility to adapt 
to changing circumstances. In addition, subcultures may serve as a precursor to the 
eventual modification or replacement of the dominant culture if deemed necessary.16

It is widely accepted that the representative dominant culture is formed and 
characterised by the common attributes across subcultures in an organisation.17 
Therefore, while the respective sub-units should be allowed to retain their distinctive 
subcultures, it is paramount that all subcultures are aligned with the desired overall 
organisational culture for the latter to take shape. This will require leadership of 
the sub-units to contextualise the impetus for the organisational cultural shift and 
secure buy-in of the people. As a result, it will generate and sustain ground traction 
to shape behaviours on the ground and mould the subcultures to be in line with the 
overall culture.

CULTURAL CHANGE AS AN OPERATIONAL IMPERATIVE

Given the size of the RSAF and the diverse subcultures that exist within its respective 
entities, bringing about and sustaining an organisation-wide cultural change is no mean 
feat. Significant top-down emphasis must be given to ensure ground traction for this 
large scale endeavour. This is akin to the people development efforts which the RSAF 
undertook in the form of Project CARDINAL in 2007. Recognising that our people were 
the key to overcoming challenges confronting the 3rd Gen RSAF, a strategic decision was 
taken to introduce people development as an operational imperative, to complement 
organisational restructuring and the induction of new technology. Anchored on the 
three key thrusts of Developing Professionals, Engaging the Heart, and Realising Your 
Potential, Project CARDINAL was successful in engendering ownership and buy-in for 
people development in the RSAF, resulting in dedicated and professional airmen and 
women who are well-trained to deliver mission success for the RSAF.18 

Building on the foundations of Project CARDINAL, Forging Our Tribe (FOT) is another 
operational imperative the RSAF embarked on in 2013, which aims to hone team 
competencies and strengthen the airmen’s and women’s sense of purpose, identity 
and belonging. FOT efforts have since gained significant momentum on the ground 
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Trainees can now look forward to more realistic trainings, thanks to a new suite of training systems.
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and reaped initial benefits. The continued command emphasis on FOT through the 
systematic implementation of initiatives, appropriate resource allocation, as well as 
timely tracking and reporting will ensure that benefits will continue to be gleaned in 
the long run.19 

 Given the positive outcomes of Project CARDINAL and FOT as a result of a RSAF-
level emphasis, it is envisaged that instituting cultural change as an operational 
imperative will accelerate the pace of its evolution. Ownership at the various levels of 
command will also ensure that interpretation of the desired organisational culture is 
consistent and that subcultures are moved along the right trajectory. This will put the 
RSAF in good stead to navigate the changing external operating contexts and strategic 
domestic constraints in the near future, and continue to maintain its state of readiness 
and deliver mission success for the SAF.

CONCLUSION

The RSAF has been successful in achieving its mission of deterrence thus far. This 
can be attributed to key elements of its culture, such as high standards, professionalism 
and safety that has been built up and entrenched in its people over the years. Moving 
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forward, the changing operating contexts and strategic domestic challenges demand 

that the RSAF continues to evolve its culture to take on greater collaboration and 

creativeness. These will allow us to better engage and maximise the potential of our 

new generation airmen and women and, at the same time, develop innovative operating 

concepts to enhance our operational effectiveness and realise a leaner but yet more 

capable RSAF. To this end, able leadership plays a crucial role in driving the evolution of 

the culture in the RSAF, by ensuring the alignment of subcultures that collectively define 

the overall RSAF culture. Given the scale of this endeavour, it may be useful to institute 

cultural change as an operational imperative to accelerate the pace of its evolution and 

reap positive outcomes just like Project CARDINAL and FOT. All in all, this will put the 

RSAF in good stead to overcome the challenges of tomorrow and maintain the critical 

nimbleness and resilience to emerge from future ‘Black Swan’ events unscathed.
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