
March 2015 25

oseph Ong sweeps 
into the elegantly 
furnished dining 
area and invites 
me to take a 
look around 
1-Altitude bar 
and restaurant. 
With floor-to-

ceiling views of the city skyline and 
a spacious cellar of premium wines, 
1-Altitude oozes refinement and 
class. The multi-concept fine dining 
establishment holds the distinction 
of having the world’s highest al fresco 
bar, and that is just one of the many 
accolades that Mr Ong’s 1-Rochester 
Group has garnered. One would think 
the founder of a multi-million-dollar, 
award-winning lifestyle F&B business 
would be living the high life, with a 
palate that favours Dom Perignon, 
Beluga and wagyu. But Mr Ong prefers 
“no-frills, comfort food”, and jokes 
that “sometimes, I can’t really tell 
pork from beef”. 

Hailing from a humble background, 
the former auditor says, “I still have 
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to persuade my mother to take a taxi 
instead of the train and traversing 
multiple MRT lines when she comes 
to visit.” He also enjoys the food at 
the hawker centres, a world that 
is a far cry from his impeccably-
furnished fine dining establishments 
that have won accolades for  
their ambience.

AccountAncy As A 
gAtewAy to business 
Mr Ong’s route to entrepreneurship 
started with his choice of university 
major – a Bachelor of Accountancy –  
at Nanyang Technological University. 
“If you are interested in business, 
accountancy is the subject for you. 
Being an accountant allows you to do 
anything in business.”

“After I got through university, I 
went to KPMG. One of the wonderful 
things about the profession is the 
two to three years that you spend 
with the audit firms where you 
learn business, almost like you are 
in a learning institution, but the 
difference is, you get paid. It’s hard 
work and sometimes you have to 
perform mundane tasks, but I think 
that really grounded me very well.” 

He describes his years of being in 
the audit firms as providing a good 
foundation for what business is all 
about. He also credits his training 
as an accountant for being able to 
make quick but accurate judgement 
calls. He spent nine years in the audit 
firms, working for KPMG, the former 
Arthur Anderson and EY, before 
leaving his position as Associate 
Director for Strategic Finance at 
EY for the high-octane world of 
consulting and finance at Symantec.  

“The good thing about being 
an accountant is that you have 
been taught to do things very 
systematically, and we analyse things 
very fast. We will go straight into 
what makes sense for the business, 
and usually we get the right answer,” 
he adds. 

At Symantec, he held several 
high-level appointments, eventually 

rising to the rank of Vice-President 
(VP), Channels and Business 
Development in Asia Pacific and 
Japan. He was then the youngest 
VP in the region’s senior leadership 
team. In that role, he managed a team 
of 50 direct reports and an extended 
team of more than 200, including six 
senior directors, and 12 directors 
and managers in the region. 

He sometimes misses his old job. 
“One of the interesting experiences 
I had was motivating and leading 
people. At Symantec, I was fortunate 
to be working with some of the best 
minds in the industry, and it’s nice  
to be in an environment where you 
are meeting the finest minds in  
Asia Pacific.” 

“As a leader, you need to really 
feel what is happening on the ground. 
You may not fully understand what 
is going on – that’s the responsibility 
of the team on the ground, and they 
should be better than you at doing 
what they do – but you definitely 
need to know the pain they are going 
through. Many people make the 
mistake of trying to do the jobs of the 
people in the field.”

Throughout his journey, 
from auditor to VP of an MNC, 
entrepreneur and would-be author, 
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Mr Ong has retained his ties with 
the Institute. “I’ve never thought of 
giving up my ISCA membership. The 
membership encapsulates my entire 
professional demeanour. An ISCA 
membership itself speaks volumes – it 
builds a brand around me to say I am 
a member of this exclusive profession, 
and explains what I do in a nutshell. ” 

PAssion for “PeoPle  
And strAtegy”
Restaurateurs like Heston 
Blumenthal and Gordon Ramsay have 
an almost obsessive relationship 
with food, but Mr Ong’s motivations 
for setting up a restaurant have little 
to do with gastronomic pleasure. 
His first restaurant, One Rochester 
at Rochester Park, originated as a 
proof of concept for his MBA thesis. 
“I wanted to prove that a person like 
me, who has no knowledge of the 
industry, can achieve success in the 
business through proper management 
and planning.”  

He chose the F&B business for 
purely practical reasons – because it 
has low barriers to entry, and being 
“in an efficient and competitive 
industry” allows for concepts to be 
tested rapidly. “My passion is not 
food,” he says, “my passion is people 
and strategy.”

Not only did his idea bag a 
distinction for his MBA, it has since 
grown to become a multi-faceted 
business with interests in dining, bar, 
weddings and events.

 
remote 
entrePreneurshiP
Mr Ong is about to add “author”  
to his already illustrious C.V. It  
was while juggling a demanding  
and high-profile job in Symantec  
and running 1-Rochester Group  
that he hit upon the concept of  
“remote entrepreneurship” or  
r-entrepreneurship. This forms the 
main thrust of his upcoming book, 
which is just three chapters short 
of completion. To write the book, he 
left Symantec in September last year 
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as an individual, the entrepreneur 
cannot keep up with all the changes 
that are coming.” 

Instead, Mr Ong believes in the 
concept of collective leadership. His 
model of leadership decentralises 
authority and places the locus of 
power on a group of “collective 
leaders”, or key people who have 
responsibility over the business. 
While they do not have equity in the 
business, they understand that they 
have a stake in the success of the 
business. The r-entrepreneur is only 
one of the collective leaders.

It was his time with the audit 
firms that first inspired him with 
the idea of collective leadership. 
The leadership structure of an audit 
firm is decentralised, with different 
subject matter experts taking on the 
role of practice leads, and everyone 
manages the partnership as a group – 
involved and interdependent.   

 “There are 12 collective leaders in 
the 1-Rochester Group. To each of them, 
the job they are doing right now is 
probably the biggest they’ve ever had.” 

and threw himself into the project. 
Palpable excitement shines in his 
eyes when he shares the key concepts 
behind his new book. 

“The traditional image of an 
entrepreneur is a gung-ho, heroic 
figure who knows everything, and 
everyone assumes he knows what 
to do all the time. He’s at the heart 
of the entire system, and that’s 
where the problem starts. We have 
been cultivated to think that as an 
entrepreneur, one must jump into 
the business and hand-hold the 
business, so most entrepreneurs  try 
to be the HR executive, marketing or 
sales director, financial controller, 
operations manager… they  try to 
do everything themselves. But that 
actually makes people who are good 
at something do many things that 
they are not good at.”

“There is a higher percentage 
of failure among entrepreneurial 
businesses partially because of that. 
My thesis tackles what is wrong with 
entrepreneurial companies and the 
way they are run. In this day and age, 

The role of the r-entrepreneur 
is to provide an environment that 
would lead, support and facilitate 
the collective leadership’s varied 
roles through a remote-management 
system that is specially designed 
to share operational and financial 
information among the leaders.    

In his book, Mr Ong introduces 
a new concept that he believes will 
help explain why the entrepreneur’s 
“characteristic drive and 
commitment” is so coveted, and 
probably one of the most studied 
and researched areas in business. 
He parallels the entrepreneur to 
a new parent of the enterprise as 
he/she seeks to take care of all 
the stakeholders including staff, 
suppliers and financiers. Mr Ong 
terms this a “parental responsibility 
over business”, or PROB.     

It is testament to his enlightened 
management philosophy that 
1-Rochester Group has gone from 
strength to strength in the highly 
competitive F&B industry, where 
as many businesses start in a given 
month as they fail.

work-life co-mingling
That Mr Ong managed and grew the 
1-Rochester Group while holding 
a demanding management role in 
Symantec, a multi-billion company 
that spans over 20 cities, is mind-

Career Highlights  

1995 to 1998 Joined KPMG and left as Senior Associate

2000
Awarded a double promotion for outstanding sales and delivery performance

Made the youngest Associate Director in Arthur Anderson in Singapore

2002 Joined EY as Associate Director

2005
Appointed Head of Risk Assurance and Internal Consultancy, Asia Pacific 
and Japan, Symantec

Dec 2005 Founded the 1-Rochester Group

2009
Appointed Head of Sales Finance and Controllership, Asia Pacific  
and Japan, Symantec

2013
Appointed VP, Channels and Business Development, Asia Pacific  
and Japan, Symantec

2014 Left Symantec to focus on writing his book on remote entrepreneurship
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around me to say I 

am a member of this 
exclusive profession, 

and explains what I do 
in a nutshell.” 
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Betsy Tan is Communications Manager, ISCA. 

of achievement from being involved 
in the large-scale projects that have 
resulted in “something great”. 

A humble man who has scaled the 
heights of professional success. A man 
of simple tastes who offers customers 
some of the finest foods and wines. The 
description may sound contradictory 
but in Joseph Ong’s case, such pairings 
cannot be more apt.  ISCA

than I had in the first 30 years of my 
life! And Wendy will tell you she is 
happiest when she is shopping on my 
business trips, because I’m not there 
to stop her,” he laughs.

Only in his early 40s, Mr Ong has 
accomplished far more than what 
most people attain in their entire 
life. Yet he remains modest, grateful 
for the many opportunities that 
have come his way. He attributes 
his success to the simple fact that 
“I like what I do”, deriving a sense 

boggling. He puts it down to having 
good “work-life co-mingling”, a term 
he believes to be more realistic than 
work-life balance.

He has managed to “co-mingle” 
friendships with work. “Some of my 
best friends are from Symantec; there 
are many from the accountancy cohort 
who became my colleagues.” 

“My wife Wendy and son Jerome 
often join me when I travel. We love 
the cold weather and my kid has 
probably travelled to more places 


