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EXECUTIVE STRESS
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A COMPANY KILLER

Stressed-out managers can lead to a burned-out company

By Zoher Abdoolcarim

. Economics Editor
, y any standard, Effendi Norwawi
B is an achiever. As chairman of

Malaysia’s Bank Utama for the
past five years, he turned around the once-
ailing bank. Today, it is seeking a stock
exchange listing, ,

For the past 14 years Effendi has also
been chairman of the Sarawak
State Economic Development
Corp (SEDC). He has done sucha
finejob that Malaysia’s prime min-
ister Mahathir Mohamad praised
the Sarawak SEDCasarolemodel
for the other state development
boards.

But now, at the age of 47, Ef-
fendi has had enough. He has
stepped down from both posts, and
reckons it’s time for a change, He
explains; ‘T'vebeen overextending
myself and neglecting my family
and health for too long. For years
my wife and children teased me,
calling me a stranger when I came
home early. Now my objectives
and values have changed. I want
to do things dear to me, particu-
larly thingsto do with society, arts
and culture.” ‘

That’s not quite what yourav-
erage high-powered executive in
Asia tends to say or think. Con-
ventional corporate wisdom dic-
tates that to reach the top, you -
labourlongand hardand with single-minded
determination. And once you reach the
summit, in order to stay there, you don’tlet
up for even a minute.

That's the usual success story and the
building Ylock behind Asia’s economic
success asawhole. Many executives thrive
underpressure, and get a buzz out of the cut
and thrust of business competition.

The trouble lies in going overboard.
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Séys Barbara McGregor, editor and pub-
lisher of Australia’s WellBeing magazine:
“When youkeep pumping adrenalin day in,

~day out, it can lead-to chronic fatigue. The

behavioural pattern behind chronic fatigne
is that of the overachiever, pushing beyond

. limits, without giving oneselfenough down-

time.’ ,
Indeed, fora growing number ofexecu-

tives, there’s a price to be paid: Mental

stress; physical ailments; an unhappy fam-
ily; an unbalanced life. Going flat out can

lead to burnout.

The issue goes beyond the personal.
Though few corporations have an acfive
policy to tackle stress in their executive
ranks, there is a growing sense among top
management thatburned-out executives can
mear a burned-out company,

Says Linus Cheung, chief executive of
listed Hongkong Telecom: ‘[A stressful]
situation is not only grossly unfair to the
employee. It is also unfair to the company
and its shareholders, leading in most cases
to greatly reduced efficiency in even the
best of individuals and almost inevitably
to decreased productivity.

‘It iz in & company’s enlightened self-
interest o have its executives
lead balanced lives. This natu-
rally incorporates productive
work time, but it must also in-
cluderelaxation and stimulation
outside the work place — con-
structive leisure pursuits and a
healthy proportion of family
time.’

Reliable statistics are hard to
come by, but anecdotal data (as
well as assessments by experts)
indicate executive stress is an
theriseinAsia. AsTakeo Naruse, |
deputy director-general ofthe Ja-
pan Federation of Employers’
Associations (Nikkeiren), seesit,
burneut is an increasing prob-

" lem. ‘The [Japanese] recession
is taking its tolf on middle man-
agement and executives, espe-
c1ally at smaller firms,” says
Naruse,

It’s happening in booming
economies too. Take Thailand.
Thais working in highly com-
petitive sectors such as advertis-

ing, securities and consumer products know

the meaning of stress, overwork and burn-
out; if not mental breakdown.

In these high-pressure jobs they face a
fair amount of competition from foreign
multinationals already in the Thai market.
Eventhough the battles maynot beas fierce
asthey arein Hong Kong, Tokyo or Taipei,
there are human casuahties paving theroad
to success. '
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Attitude: Dr Vitaya Nakavachara, a
prominent Thai psychiatrist, says: ‘Busi-
nessmen face a lot of stress because of the
Bangkok traffic, or because of gconomic
problems, butIthink the main factor comes
fromtheirattitude. Thais have become more
competitive and hostile toward each other
because they need to be more competitive
nowadays.”. . .

Most of Vitaya’s businessmen clients
are either senior Thai managers working
for foreignmuitinationals or younger, West-
em-educated Thais working in high-pres-
sure jobs suchas seeurities trading or sales.

Says Vitaya: “The younger generation
of businessmen - -
work too hard. They
try to make more
and more money.

. ‘They have no
girlfriends, nosocial
life and because
they are so aggres-
sive, they don’thave
any subject to talk
about except busi-
ness.’

counselling system
~ i necessary be-

in Japan, this at- ..cause of the dra-
titude was once matic social
considered a badge R changes taking
of honour. That’s “place,’ 5ays

changing. The private sector is suffering a
massive bulge of managers in their late 40s,
recruited when double-digit growth was
the norm, promising lifetime employment
with continuous advancement.

What Japan calls restructuring is in full
swing. Merit pay systems are being intro-
duced. Non-contributors are getting coarse
hints — such as hefty pay cuts — to shape
up or ship out. Companies bulging at the
seamns with excess middle anagers can no
longer afford to keep them.

The added pressure caused by jobs
moving offshore, says headhunter Alex
Tsukada, president of the Japan arm of
Boyden International, means that Japan’s
unemploymentrate ‘could easily double by
early next year'.

People are waking up to the real impact
stress has on productivity. The government
now wants Japan’s salaried workers to get
a life, enjoy their families, take vacations,
produce less and consume more. N

Lawyers and human rights groups draw
increasing attention to problems such as
unpaid overtime, workplace discrimination
and the infamous karoshi — death from
overwork.

The message appears to be getting
through. ‘Everybody knows some kind of

T—Homare Takenaka, a former director for

personnel for IBM Japan. -

Japanese companies are nowmore forth-
right about encouraging employees to look
beyond the bar and the golf course for

all preity ad hoc. ,

Productivity expert Mamoru Watanabe
of management consultancy Monitor Co,
who competes regularly in weekend cross-
country races, says Japanese middle man-
agersintheir30s,40s and S0s are becoming
morehealth-consciousand using their spare
time to exercise or be active in sports.

Many of the venture firms. that are
springing up to replace manufacturing gi-
ants asthe future engine of Japan’s cconomiy
place strong emphasis on the corporation’s
responsibility to provide all employees with
opportunities for full and satisfying lives.

This emphasis can insome cases lead to
unconventional solutions. Software devel-
oper BUG Inc lets employees work when
and where they like and to take vacations as
they choose. Laidback president Hiroyuki
Hattori feads by example. Another soft-
ware development firm — Oracle Japan, a
subsidiary of America’s Oracle Inc—hires
an English sheepdog to walk around its
office once a week licking hands.

' Exaggefatéd:Unfortunateiy, inmﬁnj/

social interaction and exercise, though it’s

cases there is little help available for the
individual in danger of hitting the wall.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that corpo-
tate claims to have installed professional
counselling services are exaggerated.

“The basic response to a guy getting
stressed is the boss is supposed to take him
for drinksand talk the problem out,’ saysan
up-and-coming manager at onc of Japan’s
biggestand most successful manufacturing
companies.

The band-aid approach is common. A
few years ago a manager at the same com-
pany committed suicide by plunging from
an upper-storey window.

The incident was hushed up, being a
serious loss of face forthe firm. Rather than
looking into the issue of stress in the
workplace and its possible role in the em-

. ployee's suicide, the company simply pro-

ceeded apace tohavealarmsinstalled onall
the windows.

More recently, and less dramatically, a
39-year-old assistant division manager, dis-
tressed by a missed promotion and the
confusion of a transfer from procurements
to sales, convinced the company clinic to
approve a recuperative leave of several
months, on 80% pay.

He returned to work just before the
allowable term expired and appears to be
functioning well. But while he himself may
be cured, his career is not. Colleagues re-
gard the man as asly shirker whose chances
of promotion have shrunk to zero.
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The point here is that it’s not simply the
amount of work or weight of responsibility
that break body and spirit; sometimes it's
the lack of these.

Thomas Nevins, president of Tokyo-
.based outplacement specialist TMT Ine,
notes: ‘If you are working for a purpose
larger than yourself, if you can see the big
picture, and there is significance in your
work, you are less likely to burn out.”

Headhunter Alex Tsukada agrees. He
says the increased incidence of neurosis
and absenteeism among Japan’s middle
managers relates more to lack of purpose
and declining morale than it does to hours
worked. ‘People don’t burn out when they
have enough meanitigfiif work to do,” notes
Tsukada. _ Co

Wendy Lau, managing director of a
KualaLumpur-based executive search firm,
agrecs, She reckons that stress is often a
responsetobeing inthe wrongjob. InLau’s
case, she had always wanted to be her own
boss. A trained chemical engineer, shespent *
six years as a marketing executive in the
chemicals industry before being recruited
into an international search firm.

Another move and it was time to do
what she had always wanted—run her own
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show: ‘I work harder now than I ever did,
butI enjoy life more, 1 juggle my time very
carefully and I avoid stress by having two
lives — a work life and a home life.’

The trick is to add other dimensions to
life. “Pecple in Asia are often one-dimen-
sional,” says Hong Kong psychotherapist
Cathy Tsang-Feign. “They just work.’

Not Azman Hashim, boss of Malaysia’s
biggest merchant bank, Arab-Malaysian.
He takes his R&R seriously.

“You must make time for your hobbies.
You must make relaxation a priority. [ just
cancel everything else. Work will always
be there, so you must fearn how to juggle
thetwo.” o co

Azman, 55, turns into a demon at week-
ends. There is nothing that this man does

not do — power boat racing, jet skiing,
scuba diving, photography, collecting fine
art, collecting Ferraris, playing the guitar,
reading poetry, golf. .

Hehas written offtwo cars, a Jaguarand
aPorsche 911 Targa, and has set a national
record for racing a powerboat between
Kuala Lumpur and Langkawi.

Hongkong Telecom CEO Cheung, who
is48, unwinds by reading (non-work mate-
rial), listening to music, collecting Chinese
paintings, among other hobbies.

- “AndIswim—a lot,” he says. ‘Every:
day if possible. When I travel, T automati-
cally pack my swimming trunks, goggles

and ear plugs, along with the suits and
ties, the mobile phone; working files and
all the other paraphernalia of business.’

“working hours. This generally has the op-

Limits: Another trick is to know your
limits. Says Dr M Mahadevan, Malaysia’s
foremost psychiatrist: “You have to know
your own capacity. And, if you are respon-
sible for people, you have to realise that
they have a limited capacity too. Don’t
overreach yourself and don’t ask others to
overreach themselves,’

It also pays to adopt simple, common
sense habits. Eat the right foods. Cut down
on coffee, cigarettes and alcohol. (Many
people use alcohol as their primary mecha-
nism for relieving stress built up during

positeeffect, delivering a double whammy:
On top of the original stress, the body also
has to cope-with the stress of eliminating
what is essentially a poison.) :

R
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Try to avoid weckend travel so as to
spend more time with the family, Organise
your time S0 you ctan exercise regularly.
Many people suffering from stress say ex-
ercise is a key component of any stress-
reduction programme.

Says Kamaralzaman Tambu managmg
director of Asia PR, aKualaLumpur—based
public relations
consultancy: ‘If |
didn’t spend an
hour a day in the
gym I-would go
crazy, [ encourage
my senior staff to
do the same.”

Encourage-
ment from the top
iskey. Jannie Tay,
managing execu-
tivedirectorof The .
Hour Glass, a Sin-
gapore-listed trad-
ing, manufacturing and retailing company
knows this. ‘Stress comes when you feel
you can’t cope,” she says. ‘But the reason
you feel you can’t cope is that you have not
been able to identify your problems and
tirn thern into challenges.

‘Employees

" get stressed be-

cause they can’t

identify what the problem is and so they

can'taddress it. A'lot of what I do is sitting
down with people and helping them iden-
tify what the problems are.

‘It seems to work. We have a very low
staff turnover rate, around 1% or 2% and

with us for over five years...We work to-

about three-quarters of our staff have been

getherasateam, We lookafter one another.
We see the happiness of everyone as a
corporate responsibility.” Let it be,

Reported by Sid Astbury in Kuala
Lumpur, Peter Janssen in Bangkok,
David Hulme in Tokyo and Zoher
Abdoolcarim in Hong Kong
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