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Gaugi ng the performance of our Japan graduates

Carol yn Hong
ITS a story zZzulkifli A. Mlek, president of the Alumi Look East Policy
Society, likes to tell to denponstrate the Japanese work et hic.

Last March, the senior managi ng director of Yasuda Trust and Banki ng Co
Ltd visited Mal aysia to |launch its Labuan branch and anong the nore
inmportant itenms on his agenda was a neeting with the Finance M nister.

Exactly one week before the schedul ed neeting, the Japanese organi sers
i n Kual a Lunmpur drove the planned route at the planned tine.

"There was no guessing. They wanted to know exactly how |l ong the journey
woul d take," said Zulkifli, who is assistant general manager of Yasuda
Trust.

Furthernore, the organi sers had an extra car trailing the official
vehicle, "just in case". This bit of kiasu-ismturned out to be wise. On
|l eaving the mnistry, the official car met with a mnor accident.

"Wasn't it wonderful, we had a back-up car!" said Zulkifli.

This attention to detail, precision and thorough planning are very much
qualities associated with the Japanese work culture, along with loyalty
and har dwor ki ngness.

To |l earn the Japanese ways, Mal aysia | aunched a Look East Policy in 1982
and has since sent about 6,500 to Japan under acadenic, technical training
and friendship programmes. At any one tinme, there are sone 2,000 Ml aysi an
students in Japan

Fourteen years have passed since the first batch | eft and many have
returned to face heavy expectations. How have they nmeasured up?

"Actually, everyone wants to know this," said Zulkifli but there isn't,
of course, any very definite yardstick

"I can't point out any Datuk or super-worker or anything like that," he
sai d.

As a general pointer, the alumi is planning a survey of its nenbers
which it hopes to conplete by year-end. The survey will obtain details of
salaries and the managerial |evel of its nenbers (which conprise all Look
East Policy degree and di pl oma hol ders, now nunbering 940) in order to
gauge their performance.

A very cursory check, said Zulkifli, has shown that a significant number
have reached mi ddl e managerial |evel after five years and draw ng hi gh
salaries. Wile in a narket of inflated salaries this may not be the best
of yardsticks but as it goes, it is about the only existing neasure of
success.

"I really don't know," said anot her graduate of a Japanese university
who declined to be named due to a very strict conmpany policy. He is
sonet hing of a high-flyer, having reached a high post in a short tine.

"I work late npst nights," he offered hesitantly, inmmrediately countering
this by saying that hardworkingness was a famly trait. Besides, |ong
wor ki ng hours is hardly as Japanese as it used to be.

As Koetsu Harinma, general nmanager of Association for Overseas Technica
Schol ar shi p whi ch handl es i n-plant training programmes, joked, workaholism
has lost its allure since the advent of the "Narita Divorce".

This is the phenonenon of short-lived marriages, the result of
m smat ched wel | -travel | ed young wi ves and katak di bawah tenpurung
husbands.

Apparently, these young wonen denmand i mmedi ate divorce on return from
t he honeynoon, repul sed by the boorish behaviour of their husbands whose



working life does not pernit holidays abroad.

Seriously, though, Harim who has been in Ml aysia since 1988 is
i npressed with the trainees.

In the beginning, the quality of sonme trainees was "terrible" but
results began to show when a better system of selection and match with
Japanese trainers was inpl enent ed.

"The purpose of the policy is to study not only the technol ogy but al so
the working people's - fromtop nanagenent to bottom- attitude.

"VWhen we talk to those who have returned, they enphasise the very
di fferent Japanese working style,"” he said.

The trai nees, he said, observe how Japanese nanagi ng directors regularly
wal k down to the factory floor for discussions or to do the job thensel ves
and who think it normal to pick up rubbish off the floor

Hari ma has seen many trai nees inplenment new work net hods, for instance,
reordering the factory nmachinery | ayout for greater efficiency.

"They often tell ne: “Harinma san, you nmust cone and have a | ook'."

Isis' Centre for Japan Studi es director Stephen Leong said hands-on
managenent, |oyalty, courtesy, teammork and a corporate phil osophy are
sone of the tangible evidence of a Japanese training.

In-plant training is perhaps one area where the inpact and benefit of a
Japanese experience is i mediately noticeabl e.

At the | evel of academ c programmes, however, the inpact or benefit nay
not yet be evident except, perhaps, at a personal |evel.

Nearly all undergraduates are hired by their third year, pursued by
Japanese and Mal aysi an conpani es al i ke.

Zulkifli, who joined the Yasuda Trust in Tokyo upon graduation, said he
has personally | earnt nmuch about the Japanese banking style.

"On our first day, all new enpl oyees handed over a copy of their
degrees," he recalled, "which the nanager threwinto a big box."

Taken aback by this casual treatnent, he said they were told to forget
their university education. H's training began with counting noney and
answering tel ephones: in other words, right at the bottom

"We first learnt howto bowto greet guests and how to answer the
tel ephone, " he said, adding that the training was aided by a ruler to tap
unbendi ng backs.

It was this training, he said, which enabled himto set up the bank's
Labuan branch a few years | ater

For his part, Adila Handu |Isha Ahadi, who studied at the Keiogijuku
Uni versity and now working with tradi ng house Itochu Corporation, |earnt
to be conscientious about details.

Associ ate Professor Dr Mohd Sahar Yahya, who heads Universiti Ml aya's
Ambang Asuhan Jepun whi ch prepares Ml aysi an under graduates for Japanese
universities, thinks loyalty is another noticeable trait of the Look East
Pol i cy beneficiari es.

But on the whole, Zulkifli thinks it's too early to judge the degree and
di pl oma hol ders of Japanese universities.

He expl ai ns why by way of a chart outlining the stages of the Look East
Pol i cy programme.

The first stage is the training of participants (ages 20 to 26), then
i mpl emrenting the know edge gained (from26 to 36), then evaluation (36 to
46) and results (46 to 56).

"I amthe ol dest (of the undergraduate students sent under the Look East
Policy) and I'mstill in the second stage," said Zulkifli, 34.

He thinks it's too early to see any real inpact as none of them have
reached seni or managerial |evel yet.

CGenerally, Leong of Isis thinks the results have been satisfactory given
the small nunber of students trained in Japan. "My inpression of the



students | have nmet is positive, on the whole," he said.

Mohd Sahar thinks the real benefit will necessarily be intangible.

"But the person trained in Japan will have an edge when dealing with
Japan, " he said.

The Look East Policy has also given a boost to the Ml aysi a-Japan
relati onship, with Ml aysia having gai ned the respect of Japan, Leong
sai d.

On the technol ogy transfer front, however, the response is nixed and
somewhat | ukewarm Many feel the results are | ess than satisfactory. The
reasons?

Zulkifli: "We may not be ready yet."

Mohd Sahar: "I think it can only happen effectively at the upper
echel ons of study, the Masters or PhD | evel, and we don't have many
students at that level."

A di plomatic Leong: "Conpared with the Western experience, the process
is not as satisfactory but it's an ongoi ng process."

Harima: "The transfer of “spirit' and technol ogy has been successful, |
think. But | don't think that the transfer of high technol ogy has started
yet.

"So far, it has been basic technol ogy |ike horme appliances. Maybe in the
future, training will be hi-tech like information technol ogy."

It does appear that the Policy will continue beyond the year 2000. At a
recent dinner in honour of Japanese Prinme M nister Ryutaro Hashi noto
during his visit, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad said
Mal aysia intends to continue the Look East Policy.

Sai d Leong: "Japan continues to be a nodel, even with its econom ¢
downt urn."

( END)
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