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BISHOP SIR PAUL REEVES MEMORIAL LECTURE 2018 

Awakened Leadership: A Heart-led Approach in Business 

Simon Moutter, Managing Director, Spark 

 

Lady Beverley Reeves and family;  

Jo Brosnahan, Founder of Leadership New Zealand; 

Sir Bob Harvey, Chair of Leadership New Zealand’s Ambassadors together with Ambassadors 
David McGregor and Tim Miles. 

Ladies and gentlemen.  

Thank you for your kind introduction.  

E ngā iwi i huihui nei 

Nau mai, haere mai, ki tēnei hui 

Tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou katoa 

The invitation to speak at tonight’s memorial lecture was both a surprise and an honour.  

I did not have the privilege of meeting Sir Paul, but like most New Zealanders of my generation 
I was conscious of his presence and his leadership from my early adulthood, and throughout 
my career. He was a remarkable New Zealander. A man who helped shape the New Zealand 
we know today – making us a more cohesive nation and a better people. 

In the weeks leading up to this evening, I’ve reflected on the concept of “awakened 
leadership”. It’s not a term I tend to use day-to-day, but for me I think it boils down to being 
responsive and adapting your leadership approach accordingly. The ability to respond and 
connect to what your organisation needs and to what society needs, given the circumstances 
you find yourself in, all the while maintaining authenticity, listening deeply and getting things 
done. These are all qualities that Sir Paul embodied.  

We are living in a time of rapid and profound change. Technological change, societal change, 
and, in Auckland in particular, demographic change. It is a time when awakened, responsive 
leadership is needed more than ever.  

One of Sir Paul’s often repeated quotes is from a speech he gave to the New Plymouth District 
Council in 2003, when the Council was considering whether to return the Waitara Endowment 
Land. Sir Paul said “As the Governor General I asked myself what were the things that could 
divide us as a nation. I came up with a list: young and old, rich and poor, town and country, 
men and women, Maori and Pakeha, North Island and South Island. My 5 years in office was 
my attempt to straddle apparent fault lines in our society and encourage people to move 
towards each other.” 

As a business leader in New Zealand today I can’t help but feel continually challenged by that 
statement. While we have come a long way as a nation since 1985 when Sir Paul was 
appointed Governor General, the pace of change and the challenges it brings risks putting 
pressure on many of the fault lines he identified. We cannot be complacent.  
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We also now recognise the need to bring understanding and unity to areas not so widely talked 
about during Sir Paul’s tenure as Governor General. There is the responsibility to address 
what’s sometimes called the “quiet crisis” of mental illness and suicide statistics. The need to 
create space for people of different sexual and gender orientation to truly be themselves. The 
risk of digital exclusion for vulnerable New Zealanders.  

I’ve thought a lot about the role of the business community in helping to encourage people to 
move towards each other in the context of our 21st century challenges.  

The expectations on us to play a role in this are growing. Whether it’s younger consumers 
demanding CEOs make a stand on issues that matter; or our investors, clients, suppliers and 
most of all our employees’ expectations that we meet high standards of environmental and 
social responsibility. I’ve given this talk the title “a heart-led approach in business”, which for 
me is the way we need to approach these issues and expectations.  

This may sound like an oxymoron to some people, who see businesses – particularly large 
corporates like Spark – as driven by rational processes and systems, by numbers, with the 
end goal of making a profit. And let me be clear: a heart-led approach doesn’t mean you 
neglect business performance and measuring the numbers. That wouldn’t be good for anyone.  

Instead it means we put real emphasis on values and behaviours. It means ensuring our 
businesses have a higher purpose, and we truly honour that purpose, rather than it simply 
being a box ticking exercise. And most of all it means we think deeply about creating an 
inclusive culture for our people.  

How this eventuates will be different for every company, but I believe this is how business 
leaders can do our little bit towards Sir Paul’s life work of bridging New Zealand’s fault lines, 
and how we can ensure all New Zealanders benefit from these profound technological and 
cultural shifts, rather than some, particularly the more vulnerable, being left behind.  

In explaining why I believe this, I’d like to start by giving you a sense of the changes 
that businesses in New Zealand and around the world are grappling with.   

As a technology company, Spark is at the sharp edge of this.  

Every 60 seconds on the internet in 2018 people: 

- Send 187 million emails and 30 million WhatsApp messages 

- Watch 4.3 million YouTube videos 

- Swipe tinder 1.1 million times 

- Spend more than $1m online 

I could go on…and that’s all in the space of one minute.  

And then you think about the pace of all this change.  

The internet has been widely used since the mid-1990s, but 90 percent of the world’s data 
was generated in just the past two years.  

Artificial intelligence is no longer a future technology in business, it’s being used widely right 
now.  Spark has almost 60 different “bots” performing tasks across our business, and we 
expect this number to increase to 100 by the middle of next year. I’m in the centre of this 
action, but even I have been blown away by how fast this is happening.  
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We have a chatbot working alongside our customer service teams, whom we call Ivy. When 
Ivy first started working for us in December 2017, she was able to solve problems for the 
customers she interacted with only about 7 percent of the time. The rest of the time, she 
needed to refer them to a human. But because she is intelligent and our people train her, she 
learns quickly. Just 10 months later in October this year, she was solving customer’s problems 
40 percent of the time, which meant in that month she did the work of 43 people.  

In this volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous – or VUCA - world, predicting the future is 
impossible. Instead, we must ensure we are agile enough to respond to wherever the trends 
go, and as a company keep changing ourselves on the inside as fast as the world is changing 
on the outside.  

Alongside this technological change, we are seeing big cultural shifts. 

I see this clearly with my own kids.  

When I was 10 years old, the boundaries of my world were about as far as I could ride my 
bike. I grew up in Cloverlea in Palmerston North. Most of the people I knew lived in 
Cloverlea. It was rare that I left my neighbourhood. A big trip for me was when the whole 
family were crammed into the car and drove to Himatangi Beach 40 kilometres away. I had 
very little awareness of what was happening in the rest of New Zealand, let alone elsewhere 
in the world. It made me a citizen of my suburb.  

My 9 and 11-year-old sons, on the other hand, are citizens of the world. They are fully aware 
of what is happening across the globe, the big challenges we face, and they can connect 
instantly with millions of others through YouTube, social media or gaming or other 
technologies.  

Millennials will soon dominate the work force. Growing up in this time of rapid technological 
and social change has given them a set of priorities and expectations different from previous 
generations.  

There’s a lot of speculation about what “millennials” – or younger adults - want, and some of 
it is negative. I’m sure those of you in the audience who are classified as millennials are sick 
of it. But what I see most clearly with our younger people at Spark is very positive. They want 
to be highly engaged in meaningful work. They have a clear sense of purpose. And they ask 
tough questions where previous generations were a bit more inclined to just get on and do 
what they were told.  

We are starting to see this in movements like #metoo. Behaviours that previous generations 
felt they had no choice but to tolerate are now rightly being called out, and the people 
perpetuating them are being held to account.  

Young adults entering the workforce are not going to sit around and wait for us to gradually 
make our organisations more diverse, more inclusive and more meaningful to work in. They 
are demanding we do it now, and if we don’t they will go and work somewhere else - or set up 
their own businesses to compete with us.  

They refuse to accept a dichotomy between businesses, which make money, and other 
organisations, which “do good”. They can’t see why we shouldn’t do both of those things – 
and in my view, they’re right.  

Responding positively as leaders to these new demands will be an important driver of 
employee engagement. It’s a common phrase from businesses that “people are our greatest 
asset”, but studies on employee engagement suggest only around 25 percent of employees 
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feel engaged at work. Imagine how much better we’d be as businesses if at least 75 percent 
of our employees were engaged.  

If we are to deal with the massive challenges we face in this unpredictable world, getting the 
best out of our people is critical. This requires more than a rational, mind-led approach. Our 
younger employees, and increasingly many of our more mature people, are demanding that 
we lead with our hearts.  

To illustrate this, I’d like to talk a bit about how Spark has responded to these 
technological and cultural shifts – and how this has shaped my own leadership style 
in the past year.  

My model of leadership was developed over 29 years of being in front of companies. It has 
always been very logical and rational – which is not a surprise given my background is in 
technology and engineering.  

I’ve operated on the belief that success breeds success, and the best way to fuel employee 
motivation is to ensure the business does well. I’ve always believed that strong directional 
leadership is required to enable true empowerment. I’ve then allowed an organisational culture 
to form around this. I’ve not deliberately set out to shape that culture – although I acknowledge 
that as leaders we naturally shape culture, even if we’re not trying to do so.   

To begin with, I followed this same proven approach at Spark. And very assertive, directional 
leadership was needed to turn the then Telecom business around, moving it from a decade of 
decline back into growth.  

But in the past year, two things have happened that have led me to fundamentally change 
how I lead. 

The first was in September last year.  

To set the scene: from around 2016, Spark has had a big focus on embracing diversity – 
particularly the diversity of our leaders. We had plenty of targets, processes and policies. We 
were measuring our performance and reporting on it to the Board. I was personally 
committed to improving our diversity – after all, the research was clear that diverse thinking 
improved business performance, and I could also see it was important for Spark’s leadership 
mix to properly reflect our increasingly diverse customer base.  

I have been a supporter of Global Women from its outset, and had become a Champion for 
Change, and so I was invited to speak at Global Women’s “One Day for Change” in September 
2017. I confidently accepted and was preparing to speak about all the great things we’d done.  

Then a couple of weeks before the event, I received the findings from some independent 
research I’d commissioned on diversity at Spark, which shocked me. It showed many of our 
people – particularly our women – didn’t feel included in our culture and didn’t believe our 
commitment to diversity was genuine.  

This had a deep, personal impact on me. And it meant I had no other option but to stand up 
in front of the Global Women audience that day and admit that despite a lot of effort and a 
sincere commitment to the cause, I had failed to create a truly inclusive workplace at Spark, 
and I had to do better.  

And then I had to get on and do something about it.  
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I started by reflecting on my own approach to diversity. My motivation for driving this change 
had been rational and business-driven. I think this is common in business. We look to justify 
things in terms of market insight, performance and return. But I realised that by taking a purely 
“mind-led” approach, I had missed the real point. And the real point is we should strive to be 
a truly diverse organisation because it’s simply the right thing to do. It is about fairness and 
respect for all our people. It’s about encouraging New Zealanders to move towards each other.  

I also realised that by approaching it so systematically, we’d neglected the inclusion half of the 
D&I equation. Inclusivity is about how people are made to feel in their workplace.  Setting 
targets, changing systems and processes – these things are important. But they won’t make 
people feel they can bring their whole self to work every day.  

To do that, we need to change the values and behaviours in our companies. At Spark this 
meant taking a heart-led, as well as a mind-led, approach.  

While I may have started the process by facing the reality of the situation and speaking about 
it publicly, I quickly found that I didn’t need to drive it. After I lifted the cover off the issue, our 
people did that themselves. They set up a host of events, groups and change initiatives.  

The focus expanded from gender and ethnic inequalities to other areas where people might 
have felt excluded. Groups formed that focused on breaking down stigma around mental 
health issues, supporting those from the Rainbow Community, and more generally ensuring 
people of all walks of life felt respected and included.  

We looked closely at our language. My leadership squad and I set an expectation that 
swearing and aggressive language were unacceptable at Spark. We stopped always using 
the All Blacks as the go-to example of a successful team. We dropped the war analogies we’d 
previously used to talk about business performance in a competitive environment.  

We rolled out practical initiatives, such as an improved paid parental leave policy and a flexible 
working policy.  

We launched the Blue Heart Pledge, which invited every employee to make their own personal 
commitment to diversity and inclusion, and in return they received a blue heart, like this one 
[show blue heart] to wear as a symbol of their commitment. To date, almost 3,000 of our 
people have signed this pledge, and the number keeps growing. 

We drew together people from across the business to relook at our company purpose and 
values. That group picked apart the language they used and the behaviours they promoted, 
and we discovered the purpose and values needed to change. A lot of the language was quite 
“blokey”; there was no acknowledgement of other cultures – particularly our own tangata 
whenua. We empowered our people to rewrite them and ended up with something far more 
meaningful as a result.  

Embracing te reo Maori in this process brought a whole new level of meaning, and far more 
heart, to our company purpose and values.  

- In English, Spark’s purpose is “to help all of New Zealand win big in a digital world.”  

- Translated into te reo Māori, it is “awhinatia nga tangata katoa o Aotearoa, kia matomato 
te tipu i te ao matihiko” 

- And then, if you reverse translate it back from te Reo into English it is “to help all the 
people of New Zealand grow, stand strong and thrive in a digital world”.  
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- Many of our people have told me they like the English purpose, it’s clear and makes 
sense. But the purpose in te reo hits them at a deeper level. It speaks to their hearts. 

And I think this illustrates something important about diversity and inclusion, and about the 
expectation that businesses make a difference: it makes things better - not just for women, or 
those from minority ethnic groups or different sexual orientation – but better for all of us. It 
gives us all the space to be ourselves and respectfully allow others to be themselves.  

Sure there were, and still are, some people who felt uncomfortable about my speech and the 
new focus on changing values and behaviours. Some people refuse to accept unconscious 
biases are at play when it comes to who succeeds in business, and indeed in any other sphere.  

A few of these people like to write about it on the Stuff comments section under articles about 
what we’re doing at Spark.  

Comments like: 

“it’s a sad day when companies are more worried about if they have the right amount of colour 
or gender or rainbow rather than do they have the right people to do the job. It’s not a PC 
contest.... it’s a business, 

Or: 

Why are we treating women like some endangered species? As a person who hires, it’s never 
about gender, or race. It’s best person for the job, best fit, best skills. I don’t hire on gender 
and never will. 

And then there was the one who wrote… 

“Good grief Mouttie please just focus on organising someone to answer the phone at the office 
rather than searching for a heart in your body” 

We have a way to go to bring all people along on the journey, but central to our approach is 
providing a platform within Spark for difficult conversations to be had in a respectful way and 
for every voice to be heard.  

It’s harder to provide that platform in the stuff comments but perhaps it will happen there one 
day too! 

The second big change, which has helped reshape my leadership style, happened a 
couple of months later when we made a big call to adopt agile ways of working 
throughout the entire organisation.   

Traditional organisations tend to have a pyramid-type structure, with the CEO at the top and 
layers of management underneath, organised into large business units.  

Agile organisations have a much flatter structure and are made up of small, autonomous 
teams, each working to a specific mission. For example, we have 65 people in the business 
focussed on bringing broadband services to our customers. These people all work out of 
teams – called squads - of around 8-10 people.  

Each squad has its own focus. For example, we have a Fibre Join squad which is entirely 
focussed on improving the journey of moving from a copper connection to a fibre connection. 
I’m sure those of you in the audience who have gone on that journey know it can be a bit 
bumpy. These squads contain people from very different backgrounds – you could have a 
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marketer, a customer experience expert, a web designer and a network engineer all working 
beside each other.  

You might be wondering what this has to do with leading with your heart? And the answer is 
it has everything to do with it.  

To start with, an agile organisation won’t function without an inclusive culture. This was really 
brought home to me the week we changed over from our old structure to our new one. Part of 
the change involved hundreds of people moving to their new squad tables. Where previously 
the IT people all sat at desks on one area, now they are spread throughout a number of 
different squads. Same with the marketing people, the product people…in fact almost every 
“back office” function in the business. 

At Spark – and I would imagine it might be similar in other large organisations - different 
professional disciplines tended to be dominated by a particular demographic. Our marketing 
team was predominantly young, Pakeha women. Our IT teams were mostly men, many of 
whom were of Indian background. Our network teams tended to be older, Pakeha men.  

Spark on paper was a very “diverse” organisation. But the reality was that when we divided 
into our old business unit teams, we tended to sit with and therefore socialise with people 
much like ourselves. And in fact, I think this is a good reflection of New Zealand culture as a 
whole. We are a multicultural and multi-faceted country. But in our private time and family 
lives, I think we mostly mix with people who are from similar background, age and social group 
as ourselves.  It’s the same in social media, where we mostly associate with like-minded 
groups of people.  

Moving to Agile gave that a really good shake up. 

Walking around the Auckland head office that day, I saw teams sitting together that were truly 
diverse. Not just in terms of gender or ethnicity, but in their professional backgrounds and 
skills, their ages, and their outlook on life.  

I realised if we are to make this work, we must ensure everyone feels included and every voice 
is heard. I have to encourage people to move towards each other. Because forming diverse 
teams is the easy part. Working constructively together in diverse teams is much harder. And 
it’s harder because of the point I just made, that we are not necessarily being prepared for 
engaging with people from all works of life in our personal and family lives.  

And actually, the fact diversity is hard is the whole point. The reason diverse societies, 
organisations and teams function better is because the people within them have differing 
viewpoints and challenge each other. This is not comfortable. But it almost always produces 
a better result in the end.  

The role of leaders in Agile organisations is also very different.  

I have spent my whole career in traditional organisations. I’m used to people coming to me 
with various options and me telling them what to do. I’m pretty damn good at telling people 
what to do actually! But in an Agile world, that’s not how it works.  

I no longer have a leadership team, I have a leadership squad. I’m operate as their coach and 
together we work towards delivering on the company’s strategic goals. 

Members of the Leadership Squad no longer have big business units underneath them. They 
don’t have an individual business unit budget that they report to me on every month. They, 
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too, have traditionally been pretty good at telling people what to do, but that’s not their job 
anymore either.  

Many people in traditional businesses define their identity and status by things like their job 
title, how many people report to them and the size of their budget. That’s what most people at 
a senior level would put on their CV. Now, at Spark, we’ve taken those things away. 
Interestingly, that proved to be a very welcome change and we struck no real resistance in 
going down this path.  

It’s caused us to completely rethink what leadership means – and redefine it as your 
contribution to the business and your mastery of a craft.   

As part of the transition to Agile, we went out of our way to find the right people for leadership 
roles and we found talent in the organisation that we didn’t know was there. People who were 
put in boxes before have opportunities to do new things, because leadership is about values 
and behaviours and your ability to learn.  

An example of this is happened just last week, when a hugely talented young women in her 
mid-30s was promoted to the Spark Leadership Squad, where only a year ago she was in 
middle management and because of the fairly set business hierarchy hadn’t been given the 
full opportunity to demonstrate her extraordinary leadership capability. 

As Managing Director at Spark now, my job is to focus on the long term, and to help set the 
direction of the business. It is then up to the tribes and squads to work out how we get there. 
The other leadership squad members do the same for the areas where their respective skills 
and experience are most relevant. The squads themselves decide on priorities, resourcing 
and execution. They get on and do it, fast, and adjust and improve things as they go. 

Spark is no longer the place for hierarchical leadership. It’s still the place for setting clear 
strategies, executing well, measuring performance and hitting the numbers – as a big 
company we have a duty to our customers and shareholders to do that. But to do that under 
Agile, we begin by uniting our people behind a common purpose, setting a long-term 
direction, ensuring everyone feels included in our culture and demanding that everyone is 
treated with respect. That requires us to lead with our hearts.  

Close  

We live in a time where technological change is happening faster than any other time in human 
history, and the implications for how we live our lives and run our organisations are profound.  

The days of businesses measuring themselves only by the numbers are behind us. The 
expectations upon us are much greater, and I think most of us want to meet those higher 
expectations and contribute in the way that makes the most difference.  

In large, diverse organisations like Spark, our people are interacting daily with people from 
very different backgrounds and perspectives to themselves. This is enriching, but it is also 
hard.  

In this context, I believe awakened leaders are those who respond with a heart-led as well as 
a mind-led approach. They put as much emphasis on values and behaviours as on systems 
and processes. And they steer their organisations toward a higher purpose. 

When you lead with your heart, conflict can be harnessed for good. You don't just hear 
opposition to what you're saying, you hear the anxiety or frustration behind that opposition. 
You don't look to silence people so you can keep business ticking over, you look to create 
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ways for them to express their views, constructively and respectfully - because they know they 
will be genuinely heard. And then you look to find a way through it together, by harnessing the 
differing viewpoints to create a stronger, more open and more engaged, productive workplace.   

When I get up each day, I feel deeply motivated by the thought that the organisation I lead 
can help all the people of New Zealand grow, stand strong and thrive in a digital world – 
starting with the people who work for us. Making the numbers is essential, but it is only the 
beginning and it must be done in the right way.  

As a passionate New Zealander, a business leader and a father, I can’t think of a better 
motivation than the words of Sir Paul when he was himself giving a lecture in 2009: “We must 
work hard so that our grandchildren have cause to bless us and not to curse us.”  

For Sir Paul’s commitment to be honoured and brought to fruition, we all need to bring our 
voices into the open and back our words with the actions required to make a difference. I am 
committed to continuing on this journey and the company I lead is determined to do its part.  
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No reira 

Ka tangi te tītī 

Ka tangi te kākā 

Ka tangi hoki a hau 

Tihei mauri ora! 

Tēnā koutou, tēnā koutou, tēnā toutou katoa 




