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Only a brief encounter but it has left a lasting inpression

Ahmad A Talib

THERE' S nmuch to learn from Ryoko, a waitress in a coffeehouse in one of
Tokyo's fampus hotels. In fact, there's much to learn from Japan.
Regardl ess of one's job or profession, one can always pick up sonething
new and useful from Asia's econonic giant.

One may claimto have been to Japan many tinmes, or know many Japanese
or read countl ess books about the Land of the Rising Sun, but one cannot
claimto know everything about Japan.

That's why there's always sonething to learn from Japan. One can acquire
nmuch technical know edge by being an apprentice with any of Japan's hi-
tech conpanies, or a snall- and nmedium scal e industrial operator.

Ahrmad, an executive with Petronas who has spent nore than two decades in
Japan, told nme that he learned a | ot when he worked with a Japanese
construction firmin the early 1980s.

In short, one can acquire many skills fromany of its firnms. Provided
that one is prepared to |earn, of course. And Ahmad, from Kanmpung Morten
in Malacca, readily admitted his stint in the construction conpany has
hel ped toughen himup to face today's very conpetitive and fast-paced
busi ness environnent.

Which leads ne to Ryoko, the petite waitress. Always wearing a snile
one can pick up traits from her that can help nmake a difference and create
a lasting inpression on people. Ryoko denpnstrated one of the many
positive attitudes that nost Japanese have, an attitude which sone of us
had either conpletely ignored or choose not to pay sufficient attention
to.

I was in Tokyo for a few days covering Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad's working visit. Zak, a colleague, and | stopped at the
cof feehouse for refreshnents. And that's where we nmet Ryoko, a brief
encounter that has created yet another lasting inpression.

Zak, friendly as usual, had asked Ryoko for the translation of the
greeting "Cood evening" in Japanese. Since Zak has been to Japan severa
times, | wasn't sure whether he really wanted to know the Japanese
greeting or he was just being, well, you know, trying out a new |ine!
Ryoko, rather hesitantly, gave the translation, which pleased Zak. Further
attenpts at a decent conversation were unsuccessful as Ryoko only knows a
smattering of English. She was also very busy taking orders.

We enj oyed our cappuci no and pan-cakes as we di scussed gl obal issues
(read national gossip and who's doing what to whom), while watching the
world go by.

Qur conversation was interrupted by Ryoko who appeared bl ushing and
apol ogi sing profusely. She had given Zak the wong translation of "Good
evening!" She said she consulted a coll eague whose English was better and
that's when she di scovered she had given Zak the wong translation.

This may seem a trivial thing. But what struck me nost was the waitress'
sense of honesty and her attitude. Those who work in Japan and know the
work culture well say that this is typical of the Japanese. They pay
attention to details, always try to do their best, work hard and are
general ly efficient.

It was the sane at the souvenir shop. The sales person allows one to
browse at leisure - again, wearing a smile and always ready to help. If a
purchase is rmade, he or she will wap the gift speedily and make sure the
wrapping is to your satisfaction. There's considerable fussing to please



the custoner.

It doesn't matter if the purchase costs 100 yen (about RWM) or 10,000
yen. This attitude has made Japan what it is today - a world econonic
power .

Japan's growth has been phenonenal even though its econony has stagnated
sonmewhat with unenpl oynent running at slightly nore than five per cent.

Even the hotel chanbermaid is efficient and thorough. Not to mention
polite, of course. One gets the feeling of being valued by all the
attention. Perhaps, this is something that our workers in the service
i ndustry should pay attention to.

It can't be the noney or salary. In fact, Japanese hotel nanagenent
forbids tipping its bell boys and ot her workers. Ahmad says it's the
attitude ingrained in the workers fromtheir infant days. It's the
di scipline that has served the country well tinme and again.

Ever grunbled why it takes so long to check out of a hotel in Kuala
Lunmpur or Johor Baru, Penang and el sewhere in Ml aysia? |'m sure you have
stories to tell about this. But in the Tokyo hotel where |I stayed, the
check-out took less than a minute! A couple of basic questions, the bill
was printed out, you sign on the credit card inprint, and you' re out of
t here!

If youre in KL, JB or Penang, you'll probably have to produce your
credit card again, argue that you've already produced it when you checked
in, wait for a new inprint, sign, nake sure the first inprint is torn up
and only then can you junp into the waiting taxi and rush like mad to the
ai rport.

| suppose this is why Dr Mahathir initiated the "Look East" Policy way
back in the 1980s - to |l earn and adopt the positive points fromthe
Japanese. They were then known as the copycats, producing poor-quality and
cheap consuner goods.

Today, the same Japanese are produci ng high-quality itens for the world
market at prices that force you to think nmany tines before parting with
your noney. Dr Mahathir continues to go to Japan, each tine picking up
sonet hi ng new and useful. The rest of us should do the same, too

They have negative traits too, |'m sure. But we don't need them as we
have enough of our own, dirty toilets and all. At the end of the day, it
boils down to attitude

As for ne, | want to start picking up a few nore Japanese, | anguage that

is, and let's see what else is there. Sayonara for now.
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