
WISDOM	AND	HUMILITY	-	ARJ	WIGNARAJA	
	
Anyone	who’s	met	Arj	Wignaraja	would	tell	you	that	he	has	a	presence.	If	SEALA	were	a	person,	it	would	be	Arj.	
He	 has	 an	MBA	 from	 the	 Kellogg	 Graduate	 School	 of	Management	 at	 Northwestern	 University,	 and	 a	 BA	 in	
Economics	with	Honors	from	Princeton	University.	Arj	found	his	passion	in	strategic	consulting	at	a	very	young	
age.	 After	 working	 oversees	 for	 a	 stretch,	 he	 is	 now	 back	 home	 in	 Colombo	 and	 is	 working	 with	 the	 top	
companies	in	Sri	Lanka	on	organizational	strategy,	road	mapping	and	helping	them	identify	market	opportunities.		
He	 is	 a	 Board	 Member	 of	 the	 Lankan	 Angels	 Network,	 Asia	 Securities,	 SL2College	 (a	 non-profit	 focused	 on	
expanding	education	options	for	Sri	Lankan	undergraduates),	and	of	course	SEALA.	
	

ZB:	What	state	of	mind	were	you	in	when	you	joined	SEALA?	
AW:	When	I	came	to	SEALA,	I	felt	I	wasn’t	fully	utilizing	my	abilities.	There	was	
something	missing.	 I	 thought	 to	myself	worst	 case	 scenario,	 if	 I	 don’t	 learn	
anything	out	of	 the	Academy	 in	 terms	of	 self	 -development,	 it’ll	be	10	days	
away	 from	 the	 daily	 routine	 and	 I’ll	 have	 some	 time	 for	 reflection.	 I	 really	
wasn’t	expecting	much,	but	I	did	come	with	an	open	mind.	
	
ZB:		What	impact	has	SEALA	had	on	your	life?	
AW:	 The	 most	 fundamental	 change	 that	 SEALA	 brought	 in	 me	 is	 the	
reiteration	 that	 my	 life,	 is	 no	 longer	 about	me.	 	My	 priority	 now	 is	 to	 ask	
myself	 in	 whatever	 I	 do,	 how	 am	 I	 helping	 others?	 SEALA	 validated	 that	
moving	 back	 to	 Colombo	 was	 indeed	 my	 calling.	 That	 validation	 and	
confidence	has	brought	me	great	rewards	both	personally	and	professionally.		
	
ZB:	Why	did	you	want	to	come	back	and	work	in	Sri	Lanka?	
AW:	 	 I	 think	 Sri	 Lankan	 companies	 are	 just	 ready	 to	 be	more	 creative	 and	
pursue	 their	 goals	more	 aggressively.	 There	 has	 been	 a	 big	 shift	 in	 attitude	
over	the	past	 three	years.	They	are	willing	to	take	risks	and	apart	 from	that	

there	is	a	burgeoning	entrepreneurial	space,	there	are	so	many	startups,	angel	investors	and	I	think	now	is	really	
the	time	for	me	to	be	here,	to	be	able	to	catalyze	this	change	and	advise	young	companies	on	what	they	need	to	
do	to	reach	their	goals.	
	
ZB:	How	has	SEALA	changed	your	approach	to	your	work?	
AW:	When	I	came	back	from	SEALA,	I	started	experimenting	with	my	clients	and	management	teams	and	started	
incorporating	 the	 approaches	 I	 had	 learnt	 at	 SEALA,	 which	 led	 to	 marginally	 satisfactory	 results.	 I	 think	 the	
reason	was	that	I	hadn’t	truly	owned	it.	However,	a	year	later,	I	started	talking	to	my	clients	about	their	journey	
as	leaders	and	making	them	aware	of	the	responsibility	they	have	towards	their	employees,	so	it	wasn’t	about	
the	next	big	thing,	I	wanted	them	to	think	long	term.	We	were	talking	about	laying	down	the	ground	work	to	the	
next	 10-15	 years	 of	 their	 life.	 And	 to	 be	 able	 to	 open	 that	 door	 to	 self-awareness	 for	 people	 has	 been	 truly	
fulfilling	and	I	have	had	a	great	response	from	my	client.	I’m	just	excited	to	go	to	work	every	day!	
	
ZB:	Have	you	been	able	to	tap	into	the	SEALA	network?	
AW:	At	a	local	level,	I’ve	gotten	connected	to	the	Women’s	Chamber	via	fellow	SEALA	alumni	Sarrah	Sammoon,	a	
group	that	I	was	not	exposed	to	otherwise.	I’ve	done	a	few	sessions	with	them	on	purpose	and	strategy	and	have	
enjoyed	it.	I	have	been	working	with	Sophia	Hage	from	Indonesia,	in	helping	connect	her	to	relevant	partners	for	
her	NGO.	
In	terms	of	business	leads,	we	are	currently	working	on	something	exciting	in	India.	Stay	tuned!	And	I	feel	that	
this	 is	 just	 the	 tip	 of	 the	 iceberg	 in	 terms	of	 building	 connections	 and	 taking	my	business	 further	 though	 the	
SEALA	 network.	 It’s	 great	 how	 easily	 the	 elements	 come	 together.	 I	 know	 that	 if	 I	 wanted	 to	 start	 anything	
anywhere	in	the	world	SEALA	would	help	me	get	there.	
	



One	of	the	highlights	of	SEALA	3	was	watching	you	get	elected	for	the	SEALA	board,	what	was	that	like	for	
you?	
AW:	It	was	a	little	disconcerting	to	be	honest.	For	somebody	who’s	passionate	about	theatre	and	is	accustomed	
to	being	on	stage,	it	was	odd	for	me	to	feel	that	way.	I	think	the	reason	is	that	beyond	theatre,	I	enjoy	facilitating	
the	spot	light	on	other	people	and	bringing	out	the	best	in	them.		I	wasn’t	sure	what	the	role	entailed	and	what	
would	be	expected	of	me.	Then	again,	one	of	the	important	lessons	that	I	got	out	of	SEALA	was	to	not	shy	away	
from	a	challenge	particularly	when	you’ve	been	entrusted	with	something	so	valuable	by	your	peers.	Once	I	had	
embraced	my	role	as	a	board	member,	there	was	no	looking	back.	
	
ZB:	As	a	board	member	what	is	your	vision	for	SEALA?		
AW:		SEALA	as	an	organization	is	going	through	a	transition.	The	baton	is	being	handed	from	one	generation	to	
the	 next.	 Saad	 Amanullah	 Khan’s	 tenure	 as	 Chairman	 has	 ended	 and	 Metta	 Murdaya	 has	 taken	 over	 as	
Chairperson	for	SEALA.	The	founding	members	are	really	mindful	of	ensuing	that	the	organization	is	evolving	and	
that	 it’s	 approach	 is	 current	 and	 relatable.	 There’s	 room	 for	 fresh	 ideas	 and	 I	 really	want	 to	 be	 able	 to	 help	
facilitate	that	transition	in	taking	the	baton	and	having	it	ready	to	pass	on	to	the	next	lot.		
Strategically,	I	would	like	to	ensure	that	SEALA	is	getting	the	traction	its	deserves,	that’s	its	marketed	efficiently	
for	what	it	really	is	–	a	world	class	leadership	academy.	I	want	to	work	on	telling	SEALA’s	story	coherently	to	the	
world.		
	
	ZB:	What	is	the	board	focusing	on	these	days?	
AW:		Well	this	is	a	really	exciting	year	for	SEALA.	We	have	the	Global	Network	Summit	scheduled	for	November	
in	India,	which	will	showcase	SEALA	and	the	rest	of	the	affiliate	networks	(SIBF,	MELA,	CELA).	A	large	focus	in	on	
preparing	for	 it.	 	We	are	anticipating	that	SEALA	’18	will	be	hosted	in	Sri	Lanka,	so	the	Sri	Lankan	Alumni	have	
their	work	cut	out	 for	 them.	The	onus	will	 really	be	on	us	to	make	sure	the	 ’18	Academy	 is	a	success,	both	 in	
terms	of	attendance,	the	quality	of	local	speakers	and	the	organization.	
	
ZB:	The	path	to	self-	discovery	is	not	always	easy	and	being	at	SEALA	can	be	over	whelming.	What	would	you	
recommend	one	can	do	to	settle	their	thoughts	while	at	SEALA?	
AW:		Everyone	at	the	Academy;	faculty,	facilitators	are	there	for	the	students.	There’s	no	dearth	of	opportunities	
to	seek	someone	out	and	talk	to	them.	I	think	it’s	also	important	to	take	a	step	back	and	give	yourself	time	to	
absorb	what’s	 going	 on.	 I	 have	 a	 big	 believer	 in	meditation.	Every	 chance	 I	would	 get	 during	 the	 academy,	 I	
would	find	a	quiet	space	and	take	a	minute	to	recharge.	I	would	remind	myself	that	I’m	here	to	learn	and	that	I’m	
all	in.	I	would	separate	myself	from	the	anxiety	and	the	stress	that	comes	with	asking	oneself	difficult	questions,	
because	that	can	be	unsettling.	I	think	a	big	part	of	 leadership	is	also	taking	care	of	yourself	and	helping	other	
people	achieve	the	same.		
	
Arj’s	Recommended	Readings:	
	
A	New	Earth	–	Eckhart	Tolle	
True	North	–	Bill	George	
The	Five	Dysfunctions	of	a	Team	–	Patrick	Lencioni	


