
When I first decided to grow a small garden, I knew 
almost nothing about the upkeep of plants. How 
hard could it be? Just add water and sunshine then 
let nature work her magic, right? Wrong. Within 
weeks, what was meant to be a burst of vibrant 
colours on my balcony turned into a sickly range of 
yellows and browns. 

At the expense of half a dozen innocent plants, 
I discovered that there was so much more to 
gardening than just damp soil and sunbeams. All 
plants have their different and specific requirements 
for moisture, exposure, environment, and space. The 
hardier ones managed to survive despite the barest 

of horticultural skills that I possessed, whilst most 
of the others needed far more attention and care 
than I was ready to provide.

I started reading up on the litany of mistakes I’d 
made, and in doing so learned several important 
lessons. Then, it dawned on me that the science of 
gardening was not unlike the art of leadership.

Lesson 1:
Leadership is about cultivating an 
environment for people to flourish

Gardening refers to the cultivation of a piece of 
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At TSI, our continued 
growth made a new space 
a necessity. Aesthetics 
play a vital role in making 
the office conducive to 
work in, which is why our 
new office was designed 
meaningfully, with a nod 
to our signature moth 
through the use of the 
mulberry motif and wood 
wallpaper. That meaning 
is applied to every nook 
and cranny of the office 
space, which provides 
context and purpose 
every time our staff turns 
up for work. It has been 
designed without any 
barriers, hence making 
it known that the space 
is equally shared and 
owned by all.

land for growing plants, fruits, and vegetables. A 
garden can only flourish if proper care is taken to 
ensure that the conditions favour every type of flora 
growing in it.

The needs of each plant vary and it is imperative 
that the gardener tends to them as required, without 
losing sight of the garden as a whole. He needs to be 
aware of things like the growth 
cycle of each plant, their various 
rates of growth, soil acidity and 
alkalinity, their individual water 
and sunlight requirements for 
every season, all the different 
stimuli and hinderances of 
development, how each plant 
reacts to its neighbours, 
amongst many others.

A garden—as I have 
discovered—will not thrive if 
the above factors are ignored. 
Likewise, a company will find 
it difficult to succeed if the 
conditions do not support or 
encourage the growth of its 
staff, as individuals or as a group.

Leadership is more than just the 
ability to rally the troops and 
spur them on when needed. It 
is about being able to identify 
the strengths and weaknesses 
of each team member, and 
then creating and cultivating an 
environment that encourages 
their development.

Just like how it isn’t possible 
to force plants to grow faster 
by tugging at them, or drowning them in nutrients, 
personal growth can’t be coerced in pressure-cooker 
environments. Instead, similar to how a gardener 
would provide the best conditions for each plant 
to grow, a good leader would create a space that 
encourages, nurtures, and sustains an individual’s 
commitment to personal development. 

A company can only truly prosper when its staff 
grows, which is why great leaders invest heavily 
not just in finding the right employees, but also in 

designing an environment that enriches them and 
promotes their evolution.

At TSI, our continued growth made a new space a 
necessity. Aesthetics play a vital role in making the 
office conducive to work in, which is why our new 
office was designed meaningfully, with a nod to our 
signature moth through the use of the mulberry 

motif and wood wallpaper. 
That meaning is applied to 
every nook and cranny of the 
office space, which provides 
context and purpose every 
time our staff turns up for 
work. It has been designed 
without any barriers, hence 
making it known that the 
space is equally shared and 
owned by all.

Lesson 2: 
Not all seeds are 
created alike

Any good gardener would 
know that not all seeds can 
grow in the soil that fills the 
garden. Similarly, a good 
leader would recognise the 
types of people that are 
simply incompatible with the 
company culture. That being 
said, since human beings 
are far more adaptable than 
plants, it would only be 
fair to allow that “seed” a 
reasonable amount of time 
to develop. Sometimes, no 
amount of water or sunshine 
can help a plant grow in an 

environment it wasn’t designed to. A good boss 
would know when it’s time to let go.

Lesson 3: 
The case for symbiosis

Beans are one of the favourite foods of beetles. 
But the bugs are not big fans of petunias. A wise 
gardener might grow petunias alongside beans 
to help protect them from pesky beetles. Having 



Since success is 
especially quantifiable in 
the office environment, 
at TSI, we set S.M.A.R.T 
goals for each employee, 
ensuring individual 
targets are specific, 
measurable, achievable, 
relevant, and time-bound. 
Subsequently, all reviews 
have to be honest and 
constructive, in which 
staff are consistently 
recognised for their 
good work and effort, 
encouraged to achieve 
higher standards, and 
expand their boundaries.
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chives as next-door neighbours to carrots tend to 
make the latter taste sweeter. The natural world 
is full of symbiotic relationships whereby certain 
plants help others grow or become better. A good 
gardener would be able to identify such kinships and 
use them to great advantage.

Likewise, there are certain people who excel in 
helping their colleagues succeed, but often shy 
away from the centre-stage in a work environment. 
A good leader would do well in identifying them and 
ensuring that these dependable teammates don’t 
feel neglected due to their introversion. Credit and 
recognition should always be given where they’re 
due. Realise also that sometimes empty (watering) 
cans make the most noise.

Lesson 4:
Give compliments

Whilst it is still debatable if 
talking to plants actually aids in 
their growth, it is most definitely 
applicable to people. In addition 
to giving credit and recognising 
the efforts of every individual, 
steps must be taken in nurturing 
each employee by working to 
their strengths, improving on 
their weaknesses, and providing 
ample opportunities to better 
themselves.

Great leaders recognise the 
value of providing positive 
comments and support even, or 
perhaps especially, in the face 
of failure. In the same way that 
gardeners don’t plant with the 
expectations of a bad harvest, 
good leaders never expect 
their staff to fail. They exude 
positivity through encouraging words and deeds, 
and are capable of turning their losses into lessons 
to be learned by all.

But that’s not to say that every minute effort should 
be complimented. Humans have natural feelers that 
sense inauthenticity. Disingenuous efforts can be 
counter-productive. 

Lesson 5:
Tend to the garden

Anyone who has ever attempted to grow a garden 
would know that the work doesn’t end with the 
planting of seeds and saplings. Instead, that is when 
the real work begins. A master gardener is a master 
of the details, paying close attention to each and 
every plant, watching for signs of growth or decline, 
knowing where and when to add water, fertiliser, 
transplant ailing vegetation, and remove weeds.

Similarly, master leaders apply those same principles 
in the work place, keeping careful watch over 
their staff, looking for growth, nurturing potential, 
offering encouragement and quickly removing any 
impediments.

Conversely, plants—as I’ve 
also realised—do not take 
kindly to being constantly 
pulled out of the ground to 
have their roots checked. 
They hate too much attention. 
That’s why great leaders 
don’t micromanage. Rather, 
they serve to ensure every 
employee has been given 
the right tools, opportunities, 
and environment in which to 
grow.

Since success is especially 
quantifiable in the office 
environment, at TSI, we 
set S.M.A.R.T goals for 
each employee, ensuring 
individual targets are 
specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant, and 
time-bound. Subsequently, 
all reviews have to be honest 
and constructive, in which 

staff are consistently recognised for their good work 
and effort, encouraged to achieve higher standards, 
and expand their boundaries.

We check in frequently with employees to make 
certain that they are not overloaded or under-utilised, 
that work is properly and efficiently distributed, and 
projects are well organised.
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“The best gardeners grow plants. 
The best leaders grow people”.

ANDREW KUILER
CEO

However, individual growth is not the only cog in the 
machine. Since a company is more than just the sum 
of its parts, it is imperative that morale remains high 
at all times. That’s why at TSI, we see the benefits 
in setting time aside for regular team getaways and 
organising team-building exercises. There’s no point 
in having an office full of rock stars who are unable 
to work with one another.

Parallel to how gardeners know where and when 
to cull certain weeds or even plants, a sign of good 
leadership is understanding what is achievable and 
what is not, given the resources available. If an idea 
turns out to be bad or unfeasible, a good leader 
would know when to kill it to free up assets for 
better ones. Parasites exist both in the garden and 
in the office, and it serves well to be able to spot 
them and have them removed without delay. 

Lesson 6: 
Some things we just can’t control

Out in nature, there are some things that are out of 
the purview of even the best-prepared gardeners. 
They include climate change, extreme weather 

conditions, droughts, and floods. These forces of 
nature may even affect the business world and, in 
turn, corporate leaders.

In China, where laws are known to change quickly 
and often with little warning, there are many things 
that are simply out of our hands. Visa regulations—
which have changed several times in the past few 
years—and the current strained relationship with 
the US, are just some examples of the unpredictable 
agencies that are beyond the jurisdiction of most 
business leaders, regardless of their calibre.

The finest gardeners can only do their best in 
terms of devoting their time, effort, and love into 
their plants. Ultimately, the end result is still at the 
mercy of nature. Likewise, the best leaders strive 
towards populating their companies with the best 
and right kind of people, investing time, effort, love, 
and money in nurturing potential, encouraging 
development, providing opportunities, and the right 
environment for growth. In the end, their endeavours 
lie in the hands of their staff themselves and other 
external forces.


